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most ways parallel to the notation system of the music itself. I would 
venture the generalization that within a culture or musical tradition, all 
systems of critical terminology and notation will focus on those qualities 
considered to be definitive of the music and will reflect in their own struc¬ 
ture what is definitive in the structure of the music. In the ch'in tradition, 
both critical terminology and notation strive to be comprehensive with 
respect to the tones. That is, they strive to define the tone wholly, not 
merely one or another quality of it. In contemporary Western notation, 
instructions like forte and pianissimo define volume. The position of notes 
on the Western musical staff defines pitch level. The form of the note 
defines its duration. Diacritics define variables of articulation. A differ¬ 
ent facet of the notation is dedicated to each of the important qualities of 
the tones. The sum of these constraints is the tone as it must be produced 
at that moment for that particular piece of music. The notational system 

is distinctly linear, reflecting the linear nature of music organized around 
3 

melodic line. 


3 The structure of a notational system reveals the perceived structure of 
the music in that it seeks to define, with minimal ambiguity, all choices 
that are essential to the identity of the piece being recorded or com¬ 
posed. Anything not described by the notational system must be exter¬ 
nally transmitted (as from teacher to student) or it is not essential to the 
identity of the composition in question. One advantage to studying music 
as a key to other arts is that music is unique in having a dedicated 
notational system; that is, another semantic system into which it is 
essentially translatable. Langer observes that music notation systems, 
while not readily reducible to meanings or concepts (as is ordinary 
language), are similar to language as systems of articulated forms with a 
remarkable tendency to modify each other's characters in combination. 
(Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, p. 228.) This is not to argue that a 
piece of music and its score are the same thing. However, comparatively 
speaking, a symphony is more fully described in an orchestral score than 
a play in its script or a painting in a verbal description. Consider 
reproducing a symphonic performance from its score, a play from its 
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The literary language which prevailed in China for some two millenia 
is self-consciously reflective of its own past in the preservation of histori¬ 
cally sanctioned formats and genres, the constant use of allusion, and the 
0 constant use of the commentary approach for structure in philosophical 
discourse. The literary tradition is imbued with a sense of nostalgia, and 
its refinement was motivated by a desire to preserve the knowledge and 
virtues of the past. A similar sense of nostalgia and a similar desire to 
preserve the music and virtues of the past are evident in the ch'in nota¬ 
tion. Virtually all of the tiao-i mode-key significance and t'i-mu subtitles 
affixed to the notation are historical and allusive. Some scholars have 
claimed that the tiao-i are simply preserved primitive tunes that are the 
font for that particular mode. 

Historical records of as early as the sixth century B.C. tell of ch'in 
tunes being written down, but it has so far been impossible to document the 
existence, prior to the T'ang, of the standard traditional ch'in notation 
system, called "abbreviated graph notation" (chien-tzu-p'u gf if t# ). A 
score of "Secluded Orchid" is extant from the sixth century A.D., expressed 
in written descriptions of the hand movements. A similar written notation 
of hand movements (wen-tzu-p'u ^ ) is described in a number of Han 

accounts and may well have roots earlier than the Han. 5 Resembling 
ordinary literary Chinese writing, the ch'in notation is holistic, attempting 
to achieve a single, integrated definition of a sound within a single, inte¬ 
grated "graph." The notation is comparable to medieval tablature in the 
West, describing not the sound (i.e., its pitch, duration, or volume), but the 


script, a painting from a description. It is said that even those less 
gifted and less beleaguered than Beethoven in his deafness can, through 
practice, derive aesthetic pleasure from reading a musical score that 
rivals hearing a performance. 

For a discussion of early views on writing and record-keeping, see my 
article "The Six Dynasties Chih-kuai and the Birth of Fiction," in 
Chinese Narrative: Critical and Theoretical Essays, ed. Andrew H. Plaks 
g (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), pp. 21-52. 

The evolution of the notation systems for ch'in music is reviewed briefly 
by Liang, Chinese Ch'in, pp. 208-13. The early manuscript of the "Yu- 
lan" is reproduced in the Ku-i ts'ung-shu ■* discussed in Paul 

Pelliot's "Notes de Bibliographic chinoise," Bulletin de I'Ecole Francaise 
d'Extreme-Orient 2 (1902): 315. The putative date of the text is A D 
590. 
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way the sound is made, the fingering, the hand position, the nature of the 
strum, and so forth. According to performance ideals, the exact pitch and 
duration are, in fact, at the discretion of the ch'in player. The contrast 
between Western notation describing the sound and the ch'in graphs de¬ 
scribing the movement of the performer is suggestive of what ch'in masters 
thought was important to record, and hence what they felt was essential to 
the performance. 

In the earliest collections of ch'in music, the pieces are called ts'ao 
, which refers to the performer's composure rather than the music's 
composition. 6 Huan T'an wrote, "The sages and worthies of the ancient 
past played the zither to cultivate their hearts. In adversity, they would 
devote themselves to perfecting their own persons and would not lose their 
principles; therefore, a composition [for the zither] was called a ts'ao 
['principle'] ." 7 In the Ch'in-ts'ao, virtually nothing is written about the 
sound of the fifty-odd classic songs collected; only the physical and emo¬ 
tional contexts of their composition are described. 

The holistic nature of the notation is reflected in its visible struc¬ 
ture. Like ordinary characters, each tone is represented with a bidimen- 
sional combination of basic forms (= radicals), fitted into equidimensional 
quadrates irrespective of graphic complexity. The basic forms are derived 
from ordinary writing, and the arrangement of the graphs is columnar and 
sinistrorse. 8 Facets of the tone defined by the graphs include timbre, 
relative pitch, attack, relative duration, and embellishments, e.g., glissandi 
and vibrati. Pauses and general pace are noted interlinearly. The core of 
each graph is called a c hien-tzu ffl an abbreviation of an ordinary 


6 Ts'ao is described as the ability to remain composed in the face of 
potentially aggravating circumstances. See the Feng-su t'ung-i, p. 1442, 
and the Lii-shih ch'un-ch'iu 5.7b-10b. Van Gulik reviews the problems of 
dating and authorship of the Ch'in-ts'ao in Lore of the Chinese Lute, p. 
167. 

7 Pokora, Hsin-lun, p. 181. 

8 The descriptive terms for the Chinese written character are from Peter 
A. Boodberg, "The Chinese Script: An Essay on Nomenclature (The First 
Hecaton)," Bulletin of the Institute of History and Philology 29 (1957): 
113-20. 



Fig. 2. Ch'in Notation. 



From the Ming dynasty collection Shen-ch'i pi-p’u 
-&Z—^ [Secret collection of marvelous songs], 
reprinted in the Ch'in-fu, pp. 124-25. 

The song is the popular "Liu-shui" [Flowing waters]. 
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character that defines a chih-fa %% , "fingering." 9 Van Gulik writes 

that a handbook will typically have from one hundred fifty to two hundred 
such fingerings, 19 which we might note is close to the number of pu-shou 
tj? ("radicals") in the lexical tradition. The most important of the 
chien-tzu are described with particular attention to shou-shih ^ ^ , 
"hand postures," and may be seen as representing hand postures and move¬ 
ments. Enclosed in the chien-tzu is a number, written larger than any 
other number in the quadrate, that indicates the string on which to perform 
the movement. Above it is an abbreviated sign that describes the fingering 
of the left hand used to stop the string and a number, written small, indi¬ 
cating the hui and fen where the stop is to be executed. Each graph pre¬ 
scribes a moment in the music. As in literary Chinese, the molecular, 
isolated, and isometric appearance of the graphs conveys a sense of suc¬ 
cessive and complete moments, rather than a sense of linear continuity. 
This, I believe, reflects the essential sense of time in ch'in performance. A 
percussive burst of sound will be expressed in a single graph, and a long 
glide will be expressed in a single graph. 11 Thus, whereas the graphs are 
spatially fungible, the corresponding performance is not so in terms of 
movement or sound. 

From the Ch'in-ts'ao to the sixth century to the standardized notation 
known to have existed since the T'ang, the recording of ch'in music always 
attended primarily to the hand movements. The proper execution of hand 
movements is the immediate means of proper performance, with the result 
that much of the elaboration of performance instruction is concerned with 
hand movements. Not only are the hand movements prescribed for the 
particular pieces, but an auxiliary body of materials describes the hand 
movements generally in richly imagistic language. At least as early as the 
Ming, ch'in handbooks included long, illustrated sections in which line 
drawings of hand postures were placed alongside corresponding natural 
scenes. 12 The use of the term shou-shih dates back at least to the History 


9 Pian reviews all the forms of notation found in Sung dynasty musical 
references. See Sonq Dynasty Musical Sources, pp. 59-98, esp. pp. 76- 
92, which include a detailed introduction to ch'in tablature. 

19 Van Gulik, Lore of the Chinese Lute, p. 114. 

11 See, for example, ta-yuan and so-ling in ibid., pp. 122-23. 

12 The oldest known example, according to van Gulik, is the Wen-hui-t'ang 
5L ■§£ -jf [Hall of literary gatherings], a ch'in handbook with a preface 
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of the Northern States (Pei-shih it ^_), compiled in the late seventh 
century. The idea in association with the ch'in probably dates back at least 
to the late Han. 

Other arts in early China used similar imagistic approaches to the 
teaching of mental preparation and physical technique. Ts'ai Yung uses the 
term "posture" (shih -ty) to describe the significant patterning of callig¬ 
raphy brushing after bird and animal markings and tracks. 13 The associa¬ 
tion between calligraphy and animal tracks and markings was made in the 
earliest classical texts and was recited again and again in discussions of the 
writing system. While this association has often been seen by scholars as a 
static relationship between the written characters and animal markings and 
tracks, nothing in the primary texts excludes the possibility that the asso¬ 
ciation was more dynamic; that is, the movements of the hands in making 
calligraphy were seen as correlative to the movements of animals in the 
making of their visible traces. 14 In an early T'ang manual of calligraphy 
technique, the Plan of Strategies for the Brush (Pi-chen-t'u ^ (SI j, the 
basic eight strokes of calligraphy are explained in images comparable to 


dated 1596. See ibid., p. 115. For my discussion, I have used the T'ai-ku 
i-yin, which was originally printed within a decade of the Wen-hui- 
t'ang. The original date and circumstances of the T'ai-ku i-yin are 
uncertain, with some editions making reference to Sung authorship. At 
this point it is impossible to identify the extent to which the work is the 
result of individual authorship as opposed to gradual accretion, but its 
encyclopedic nature, very much like a lei-shu, suggests that whenever it 

13 t00k lts Present form, its contents derived largely from earlier sources. 

Ts'ai Yung, Chiian-shih [The postures of the seal script], in 

Ch'uan Shang-ku wen, comp. Yen K'o-chiin, p. 900. The most popular 
myth describing the invention of writing credits that important step in 
the emergence of culture to Ts'ang Chieh ^ , who was inspired by 
and imitated bird and animal tracks. For a brief review of the myth, 
see Jonathon Chaves, "The Legacy of Ts'ang Chieh: The Written Word 

14 “ Oriental Art Magazine 23, no. 2 (Summer 1977): 200-215. 

The imitation of animal movements is the underlying principle of Taoist 
calisthenics, tao-yin ^ $| , by means of which one improves one's 
integration with natural process and prolongs life. See Holmes Welch, 
Taoism: The Parting of the Way (Boston: Beacon Paperbacks, 1966), p! 
108; and Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, 2:145-46. 
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those used to inform the ch'in hand postures, e.g., "a stone tumbles from a 
high peak," "waves crash and thunder roars," "the earth breaks off an 
elephant tusk," and the like. 15 Often related to the Ts'ang Chieh myth are 
accounts of calligraphic geese, and even calligraphic incense smoke, in 
which a flock of geese or a trail of smoke nonpurposefully and unaffectedly 
write against the sky. 

Several pages of hand-posture illustrations from the Lingering Tones 
of Great Antiquity have been included here. Correlates to particular 
postures may be ordinary birds and beasts, mythical birds and beasts, 
natural scenes or formations, and, on rare occasions, people. The corre¬ 
lates are not simply things, but things in motion or in motionlessness. It is 
motion on which the hand movement is to be modeled.. The freezing black¬ 
bird pecks at snow, the divine turtle crawls out of fhe water, the leaping 
fish splashes with its tail, fallen petals ride the wave crests, dragonflies 
dapple the still water, and the swallow darts after a flying insect—all 
provide evocative analogies for the movements of the hands over the ch'in 
strings. Ideally, the hands and the instrument are transformed in perfor¬ 
mance to achieve perfection of the correspondence and perfection of the 
execution of the posture. Beneath the sketch of the hand is a detailed 
description of the posture, indicating which strings are strummed, the 
nature of the attack, and the number of strums. Beneath the sketch of the 
correlative scene or creature is a hsing, a poetic and metaphoric invocation 
of the essence of the posture. For example, beneath the illustration of a 
figure facing an empty valley (fig. 3), there is a poem entitled "Sending a 
Sound Through the Empty Valley": 

Long whistle, just one sound 
Rattles the trees and the mountains. 

Following the sound, echoes return, 

In the void of the valley, between here and there. 


15 Richard Barnhart, "Wei Fu-jen's Pi-chen-t'u and Early Texts on 
Calligraphy," Archives of the Chinese Art Society of America 18 (1964): 
16. Barnhart dates the text to the early T'ang on the basis of its con¬ 
tents, in spite of earlier attributions ih the native tradition. The manu¬ 
als will be of considerable use in dating technical manuals for other arts 
as well, including the playing of the ch'in. 

16 James I. Crump, "Calligraphic Geese and the Scent of Time," chap. 8 in 
Songs from Xanadu (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Center for 
Chinese Studies, forthcoming). 



Fig. 3. Illustrations of Hand Postures. 
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The top is entitled "Sending a Sound Through the Empty Valley"; 
the bottom is entitled "A Secluded Bird Pecks at the Trees." 
From the T'ai-ku i-yin, in Ch’in-fu, p. 66. 
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Overall, then, there is a three-part relationship among the hand posture, 
the sketch of its emulation object, and the poetic description of the es¬ 
sence of the correspondence. Because of this association, an explicit 
metaphoric value is provided the various executions on the instrument. For 
example, light touches on the strings to sound harmonics are floating 
postures—butterflies float across the flower petals. Legato executions are 
flowing postures—the water of the creek babbling through its intricate 
course. Pizzicato executions are dappling postures—the dragonfly dipping 
the tips of his wings in still water. Water, especially various scenes of it 
flowing, falling, reflecting, and rippling, is a favored image. 

It is probable that the significance of the hand postures was elabo¬ 
rated in the transmission of playing technique and lore from master to 
student. As in most correlative schemes, the emphasis i£ always on the 
internal essential nature of the things compared, irrespective of the extent 
to which external illustration is used. For example, the ta-yikm Pft fg] 
posture requires a straightening of the little finger, with a relaxed claw 
shape made by the other four. The hand resembles the four crooked legs 
and outstretched neck of the turtle crawling from the water. But what is 
sought is the ch'i of the creature. Van Gulik writes, "One should try to 
imitate the crawling movement of the legs of the tortoise: short but 
determined touches in absolutely the same rhythm." 17 As is the ease in 
Taoist gymnastics, the goal is achievement of the inner qualities of the 
animal being imitated. The implicit claim of the hand-posture approach is 
that there is musical patterning in the natural world, a patterning which 
may or may not involve sound and which man can emulate. 

In the great wealth of ch'in writings, certain apologues embodying 
salient points of ch'in ideology are repeated time and again. Generally, 
these are compact narratives or lyrics that describe a performer or per¬ 
formance which illustrates a particular ideal of the Way. Van Gulik has 
translated twenty-two items from a Ming and a Ch'ing collection of ch'in 
lore. Many of the stories were canonized by the end of the Han dynasty 
and are standard fare in any of the comprehensive collections on the ch'in. 
Using Han sources wherever possible, I will attempt to illustrate some of 
the points that relate significantly to early music theory and thought. 


17 


Van Gulik, Lore of the Chinese Lute, p. 122. 
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Fig. 4. Illustrations of Hand Postures. 
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The top is entitled "A Flying Dragon Holds to the Clouds"; 
the bottom is entitled "A Praying Mantis Captures a Cicada." 
From the T’ai-ku i-yin, in Ch'in-fu, p. 59. 




























136 


Fig. 5. Illustrations of Hand Postures. 



The top is entitled "The Shang-yang's Drum Dance"; 
the bottom is entitled "The Spirit Turtle Exits the Water." 
From the T'ai-ku i-yin, in Ch'in-fu, p. 63. 
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A dominant theme is the influential power of the ch'in, which can 
ostensibly stimulate the forces of nature, individuals, or society. These 
subdivide into the witting, and often magical, use of the instrument by a 
sage-musician and the improper or ill-advised use of it by a weak or degen¬ 
erate ruler. I have mentioned above the incident recorded in the Records 
of the Grand Historian in which Duke Ling travels to visit Duke P'ing in 
Chin. During a feast there, the dukes forced Music Master K'uang to play 
to their whims. 

As soon as he began to play, billowing clouds gathered in the 
northwest. When he played again, great winds blew up and rain soon 
followed, so fierce that tiles were dislodged from the portico. All 
those in attendance rushed away, and Duke P'ing was so terrified he 
crawled into a sheltered waiting room. Chin was then beset by a 
fierce drought that baked the earth red for three years. 1 ® 

The Yellow Emperor could draw cranes near, make them line up, and move 
them to dance with his ch'in, a capability that Music Master K'uang was 
also reported to have. According to the Lieh-tzu, when Hu Pa strummed 

I Q 

his chin the birds danced and the fish leaped. ' 

An instructive incident begins the account of Duke Ling's travels. 

Duke Ling of Wei, on a trip to Chin, camped one evening over the 
P'u River. In the middle of the night he heard the sounds of ch'in 
playing, but when he asked his attendants, they all replied they could 
not hear it. So he summoned Music Master Chiian and said, "I heard 
the notes of a ch'in being played, but none around me could hear it. 
The composition seemed other-worldly. Please listen for me and 
transcribe it." 

Music Master Chiian assented. He sat very straight, holding on to 
his own ch'in and wrote. The next day he reported, "Your servant has 
gotten it down, but it is not yet precise. Permit me to refine it for 

Of) 

another night." The duke agreed, and after one more night, Music 
Master Chiian reported, "It is refined!"^ 1 


18 Shih-chi, p. 1236. 

i q 

13 T'ai-p'ing yii-lan, p. 2735. 

Hsi ^ refers to the process of refinement, first getting the notes 
down, later refining apprehension of timbre and other qualities. 

^ Shih-chi, p. 1235. 
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The song is subsequently performed in Chin, where Duke P'ing's music 
master, K'uang, is able to identify it as the "Mulberry Grove" music of the 
tyrant ruler Chou. 22 He warns that the music is not to be played. 

Nowhere in the story is it mentioned that Music Master Chuan played 
his ch'in when transcribing the mysterious music. In fact, the import of the 
story resides in his merely holding the ch'in, and possibly listening to it, as 
he wrote. He may have strummed responsively to the airborne tones as 
they came to him; more likely, however, his ch'in resonated responsively to 
the sounds as they came, or perhaps the sounds were realized on his ch'in 
and were otherwise inaudible. The ch'in serves the same role as the chiin 
tuner, that of a sympathetic resonator, and Music Master Chiian was able 
to refine his apprehension of the piece by listening to it resonate. ^ It was a 
kind of hearing aid rather than a performing instrument. 

The "nonsounding" of the ch'in is as important a part of the lore as 
the playing of the instrument. If minimalization of surface is an aesthetic 
ideal, nonsounding performance is the ultimate in musical performance. 
Soundless music is discussed throughout the classical and Han periods. In 
the Book of Rites, the following exchange is credited to Confucius and his 
disciple Tzu-hsia: 

"Now that I have asked and received instruction in the Five 
Attainments, I would be so bold as to inquire what is meant by the 
Three Withouts." 

Confucius replied, "Music without sound, rites without embodi¬ 
ment, and mourning without garb. These are the Three Withouts." 23 
The three disciplines (music, rites, mourning), practiced without any exter¬ 
nal evidence of their being practiced, achieve their ultimate realizations. 
The external trappings compromise the inner realization. Inaudible music 
is the ultimate music. In cosmogonic theory, it was noted that sound in its 
primal state was inaudible. "The formless is the grand ancestor of all 
things. The inaudible is the great progenitor of all sound." 24 In his general 


22 

See p. 93, n. 17 above. The reader will recall that Chou's Music Master 
Yen drowned himself in the P'u River after being forced to compose the 
"Mulberry Grove." 

23 Li-chi, chap. 30: "K'ung-tzu hsien-chil" -? fif) -Jk [Confucius in re- 

24 P ose ]» v. 2. 

Huai-nan-tzu 1.11a. 



discussions of music, Lii Pu-wei wrote, "The greatest tones are sparing of 
sound." I have quoted above the "Book of Music" description of ritual 
music at its zenith: "Sometimes the tones are inaudible." 2 ® The admira¬ 
tion of soundless music is a reasonable extension of claims we have noted 
before. 

Superior sounds, like the call of the phoenix, can be heard only by 
such superior people as the Su family, for example. Lu Pu-wei tells the 
story of Tung-kuo Ya, who read the mind—more accurately, listened to the 
mind—of Duke Huan's >A strategist Kuan Chung . Kuan Chung 
was planning a military attack on an unruly vassal state. When Tung-kuo 
Ya reveals foreknowledge of Kuan Chung's intent, an intent which Kuan had 
never explained in words, Kuan invites him to explain how the plans were 
discovered. By listening carefully to what Kuan Chung had said and by 
careful observation of his composure, explains Ya. Lu Pu-wei concludes, 
"Tung-kuo Ya heard about something without using his ears. . . . The sage 
listens to the soundless and observes the formless." 27 The very finest 
sounds are heard by no one. Sound is the grosser part of music. "The sound 
that has sound cannot go beyond a hundred li. The sound without sound 
reaches to the Four Seas." 2 ® 

Music with sound is likened to a shadow of the ultimate music, or 
music with sound stands to the ultimate music as an echo does to the 
original sound: "Musical tones have their origins in the human mind, being y 
that which ultimately connects man and the cosmos, just as a shadow 
derives the plane from a three-dimensional object or an echo answers 't\ 
responsively to an issued sound." 2 ® This eloquent explanation, recorded by — 
Ssu-ma Ch'ien, describes how tones, as a derivative of the order of the 
mind and the cosmos, are inferior to it. The metaphor is a provocative one, 
reminiscent of the seventeenth-century Christian image of sunlight as the 
shadow of God. The sun is an image, a pretender, dark by comparison to 
the true light. Sir Thomas Browne explained it as follows: 


Lil-shih ch'un-ch'iu 16.10a. 

See p. 95 above. 

27 

Lu-shih ch'un-ch'iu 18.4b-5a. 

,, Han Ying, Han-shih wai-chuan, Han Wei ts'ung-shu ed., p. 74. 
Shih-chi, p. 1235. 


140 


Light that makes things seen, makes some things invisible; were 
it not for darkness and the shadow of the earth, the noblest part of 
the Creation had remained unseen, and the stars in heaven as invisible 
as on the fourth day, when they were created above the Horizon, with 
the Sun, or there was not an eye to behold them. . . . Life it self is 
but the shadow of death, and souls departed but the shadows of the 
living: All things fall under this name. The Sunne it self is but the 
dark simulachrum, and light but the shadow of God. 30 

Ssu-ma Ch'ien's description also provides a picture of how the aes¬ 
thetic processes of soundless music were conceived. Sound is a medium, a 
configured medium to be sure, but it is not the essential thing. The essen¬ 
tial thing is the order represented by the music, in the pnind or in nature. 
Music without sound was not problematic at all in the context of Han 
thought on the pitches and ch'i. And in the early Six Dynasties, the idea of 
an art without a medium had strong appeal. In communication, the medium 
may be discarded when the idea is apprehended. Wang Pi took up this 
argument in his discussion of language. He stated that symbols aim at 
ideas and words aim at symbols. Once the idea is grasped, the words and 
symbols may be forgotten. The ability to forget the external trappings, 
which might be misconstrued by others as the essential idea, is a sign of the 
sage. 31 These arguments find their inspiration in the Chuang-tzw 

The fish-trap exists because of the fish; once you've gotten the 
fish, you can forget the trap. The rabbit snare exists because of the 
rabbit; once you've gotten the rabbit, you can forget the snare. 
Words exist because of meaning; once you've gotten the meaning, you 
can forget the words. Where can I find a man who has forgotten 
words so I can have a word with him? 33 


30 

Sir Thomas Browne, The Carden of Cyprus, in The Prose of Sir Thomas 
Browne, ed. Norman J. Endicott (New York: Doubleday and Co., 1967), 
p. 335. The full title of Browne's essay is The Garden of Cyprus, or, The 
Quincunciall Lozenge, or Network Plantations of the Ancients, Artifi¬ 
cially, Naturally, and Mystically Considered. It is a search for the 
"f undam entail figure" of the five-point "X" and cross, realized in forms 
from the Garden of Eden to the cross of Christ. As a numerological and 
topographical tract, The Garden of Cyprus shares a number of traits 
with early Han works. 

1 Fung, Chinese Philosophy, 2:184. 

Watson, Chuang-tzu, p. 302. 



Ch'in aesthetes would search for the ch'in player who performed without 
sound so that they might listen to him. This is one perspective from which 
to see the sage-musician, often pictured in landscape painting alone with 
his instrument, not playing and without an audience. 

The conspicuous nonsounding of the ch'in was popular as a medita- 
tional or mystical discipline, a scholarly affectation, or the rationalization 
of a nonplaying collector. Many ideals of the aesthete converged in the art 
of nonsounding, whether achieved through stillness or through performance 
on stringless instruments. The ch'in player demonstrates that his concern is 
with the effort and not the outcome.. The mystic ideal of soundless music 
is achieved. The sense of loneliness that comes from the lack of a tone- 
wise companion who can understand his music (chih-yin-che ) is 

achieved with the appropriate gravity of feeling. 33 The aesthetic prefer¬ 
ence for minimalization of surface is taken to its limit. Even in actual 
performance, moments without sound are still informed moments; that is, 
the silence is significant. They are not nonplaying moments. The hands 
may or may not move, but soundless moments are not in any sense "rests." 
Physiologically, in the absence of sensory stimulation, qualities are per¬ 
ceived depending on the nature and intensity of the preceding stimulation. 
We experience the retention of the physiological complement of a strong 
visual stimulation, e.g., a blue flashbulb followed by a yellow "after¬ 
image." The musical_ tradition speaks about the "after-tones",in much the 
same way that wine-tasters speak about an aftertaste. The term yii-yin 
'Ifr-ti' i " after-tone," appears in Han poetry: "End the lyrics, finish the 
song, there still remains the tone"; and "Su-nii stroked the ch'in and the 
after-tones lingered on." 34 A modern Korean master of the Korean 


33 

The Po Ya story was the focus of this reference. Po Ya explained the 
smashing of his ch'in upon Chung Tzu-ch’i's death as due to the loss of 
his chih-yin-che. 

34 

Wang Pao ;£ , Rhyme-prose on the Straight Bamboo Flute (Tung- 

hsiao fu SIS] 1$), in Wen-hsiian, p. 232; and Chang Heng, Rhyme-prose 
about Meditations on the Mystery (Ssu-hsiian fu g, -fe 9^'), in Hou Hon¬ 
shu, chiian 59: "Chang Heng chuan" Jf. <$f ^ [Biography of Chang 
Heng], p. 1933. Su-nii was a goddess associated with music, first 

mentioned in the Songs of the South and subsequently identified as a 
woman of magical powers who lived during the time of the Yellow 
Emperor. See David Hawkes, trans., Ch'u-tz'w The Songs of the South 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1959), pp. 144-45. 
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equivalent of the ch'in makes the following observation: 

After hearing a beautiful performance, musicians—and non-musi¬ 
cians—may speak of the beautiful after-tones rather than the beauti¬ 
ful melody. Similar concepts exist in other Korean arts. Yeobaek 
(yeo = remaining, baek = vacant space! or unpainted parts are highly 
valued in traditional Oriental painting. After seeing a fine picture, a 
viewer is more apt to speak of its beautiful yeobaek than of its beau¬ 
tiful mountains or trees, since the latter may be taken for granted in 
a good painting; but where the design is such that even the unpainted 
parts add beauty and significance, the work is more highly 
esteemed.'*® 

Nonsounding is the most dramatic, but not the only, reductionist 
theme in ch'in lore. One of three components of the ordinary performance, 
the sound, the performer himself, or his audience may be removed from the 
scene to exemplify the classical theory and illustrate aesthetic ideals. In 
the many graphic portrayals of the ch'in or a particular ch'in master, ordi¬ 
nary performance was not the primary theme. For example, in the draw¬ 
ings of Sun Teng (fig. 6), as in many portrayals of ch'in sages, Sun is pic¬ 
tured holding the ch'in loosely on his lap. In other pictures, the ch'in sage 
clutches the instrument to his bosom. Performing on the ch'in actually 
requires a steady table adjusted to a convenient height before the player 
because both hands require freedom for the careful manipulation of the 
strings. Little, if anything, can be done with the instrument held to the 
bosom or rested across the lap. To the cognoscente, the pose with ch'in in 
lap is suggestive not of serious playing of the instrument, but simply of its 
presence. Without the touch of the performer's fingers, the ch'in is either a 
silent comforter or left to resonate on its own to the sounds around. The 
instrument mediates with the outside world not only in the expressive or 
emotive act, from within to without, but in the receptive act or responsive 
act, from without to within. As Po Ya demonstrated in his smashing of the 
ch'in upon Chung Tzu-ch'i's death, the instrument belonged as much to 
Chung Tzu-ch'i, the genius listener, as it did to Po Ya, the genius player. 
Simply put, the sage hears as well as communicates with the ch'in. 


3 


Byongki Hwang, "Instruments and Aesthetics in Korean and Western 
Music," in "Notes to Music from Korea, Vol. 1: The Kayakeum" 
(Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1965), p. 8. 
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Fig. 6. The Sage Sun Teng. 



From the San-ts'ai t'u-hui 52. j! ^ 
[Assembled illustrations of the three realms]. 
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The extreme statements on nonsounding instruments are in stories of 
instruments without the means to sound. Five-string ch'in were revived 
periodically even after the seven-string ch'in had become standardized, 

O C 

apparently an effort at meaningful reduction of the ch'in’s voice.'' 1 ' Sun 
Teng, a sage intimately associated with the ch'in, refuses to speak with or 
even acknowledge the presence of a young aspirant who comes to study the 
Way with him. Sun's biography notes that he "loved to read the Changes 
and play the one-string ch'in" and would only play the one-string ch'in as his 

Qf7 

guest looked on. In his portraits, the single string of the ch'in is carefully 
illustrated. The best-known example of a sage who played a nonsounding 
ch'in is T'ao Yiian-mmg, who is reported to have said, "Knowing J:hg signifi¬ 
cance of what is in' the ch'in, why labor to bring _sound—up r from--its 
strings?" Tffy’the time of his biography among the collected biographies of 
recluses in the History of the [Liu] Sung (Sung-shu '%'%), T'ao is de-r 
scribed as "owning one very plain ch'in, without any strings at all, which he 
would hold and stroke to express his feelings whenever he became 

OO 

drunk." 0 The stringless ch'in (wu-hsien-ch'in M became coined as 

a symbol of the ideal of silence in ch'in performance. 

The ch'in is by nature a quiet instrument, and we have seen in its 
ancestry tfie—boiled-strihg zither of™tfid""STicesTr&l sacrifice. While it is 
emphasized that listeners be capable, that is, "tone-wise," listeners are 
very often not to be found in portrayals and discussion of ch'in perfor¬ 
mances. As early as Ts'ai Yung, discussion of the harmonies in music 
included a concern for the audience. The excellence of music depends on 
the quality of the reception, and the ch'in player is warned not to perform 
before the barbaric or the vulgar. The story of Yang Ping , attrib¬ 

uted to Ts'ai Yung, illustrates this point: 

Yang Ping played the ch'in. A monk would often come to listen to 
him play. Once, Ping suddenly, and obviously with intent, broke his 



Van Gulik, Lore of the Chinese Lute, p. 150, no. 2. 

Shen-hsien-chuan #4” [Biographies of spirit immortals], Lung-wei 

pi-shu ed., 6.7b. A similar account is found in his biography in the Chin- 
shu, p. 2426. 

The biography was written by Shen Yo . Reprinted in T'ao Yiian- 
ming yen-chiu tzu-liao hui-pien f-E) ?)$ ifl- % $k) [Collected 

materials for the study of T'ao Yiiarv-ming] (Taipei: Ming-lun Publishers, 
1972), p. 4. 
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strings in order to make a point. If there is no one around who really 
understands the tones, he would rather play to the clear winds, shin- 

•JO 

ing moon, dark pines, and aging boulders. 

It is impossible to ascertain when this story was written, but it was probab¬ 
ly about the same time that the Po Ya and Chung Tzu-ch'i story was popu¬ 
lar. Yang Ping's reaction to the loss of a tone-wise listener differed from 
Po Ya's. Lacking a friend with whom he could establish a close bond of 
sympathy, he turned to nature. By the T'ang, the idea of playing to nature 
is a stoc k imag e in th e ch'in literature: ' * ' 

Sitting alone in the dense bamboo groves, 

I strum my ch'in and accompany with long whistles; 

No one to see this deep in the trees, 

40 

Only the bright moon appears to shine. 

Along with the ch'in, whistling is explored as a theme of communion be¬ 
tween man and nature in the Six Dynasties and T'ang, a point to which we 
will return later. The ch'in is often embraced as one's only friend and is 
often an emblem of a lonely life, if not an intentionally antisocial one. By 
the time of Hsi K_'ang,_the_ch'in gxid musia.liad gwie through a_period af .4 
humanization in which emphasis s hifte d from com muni cation_w ith su perior 
f orces, nam ely, J:he_aaqfi£t orsand jXQwers ojUieay en,.to communication of a 
more_muxidane_sor.t,-with people. But during the early STx dynasties, lis¬ 
teners lost the importance they had enjoyed during the late Han. The ch'in 
and its music were often considered a harmonizing influence between the 
individual, cultivating his inner nature, and the outside natural world in 
which he circulated. Accordingly, the aesthetics of the ch'in came to be 
discussed increasingly in the context of the natural ordeFTaIher~tHan"~fKe j 
social, moral, or ritual order, as was the case in classical Confucian t 
thought. Minimalization of real performance features facilitated the j 
elaboration of the playing from and playing to nature themes. 

The ch'in was viewed as the ultimate instrument for man to commune 
with nature because its material parts were so carefully drawn from the 
natural world. Only whistling was a headier musical pursuit for the 


T'ai-ku i-yin, p. 35. 

40 Wang Wei i , "Chu-li kuan" [Hut among bamboos], in 

Ch'iian T'ang-shih [Complete poetry of the T’ang], 12 vols. 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chu, 1961), 2:1301. 
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aesthete, due to the fact that it involved no materials at all. Being 
fashioned into a ch'in is the destiny of the most suitable materials. In 
keeping his ch'in with him on the mountain top, by the side of the gentle 
rill, or in the cool shadow of the bamboo grove, the sage avoids disruptive 
removal of the instrument from the nexus of relations in which it was born, 
nurtured, and selected. In the mythologies, Fu Hsi makes the first ch'in of 
T'ung wood, and, seeing a phoenix resting atop the tree, he shapes the 
instrument to resemble the phoenix. The voice of the T'ung never changes 
because the ch'in speaks in the pitches that Ling Lun modeled on the 
phoenix calls. In an apocryphal story explaining the etymology of ch'in 
anatomical nomenclature, a piece of wood literally "calls" to Ts'ai Yung, 
telling him it is to be made into a ch'in. Ts'ai Yung, slandered at court, has 
escaped south to the Wu regions: f 

When he arrived in Wu, he found the people there burned T'ung 
wood [= Wu-t'ung -frk. , Chinese Parasol Tree] to cook their food. 
When Yung heard a piece crackling in the fire, he said, "That's a piece 
of good stock!" He asked for it and carved it into a ch'in. It had, in 
fact, a beautiful tone, but its tail was scorched, so it was called the 
"Scorched Tail Ch'in." 41 

The left extremity of the ch'in was traditionally referred to as the 
"scorched tail," 4 ^ the term explained in this story. Almost one-third of Hsi 
K'ang's Rhyme-prose on the Ch'in describes the materials for the ch'in, 
where they grow, the special features of the climate and the landscape, 
their spiritual potency, and the ecstacy of gathering them. There is a 
distinct " ch'in -nes s" to the trees waiting to be recognized, gathered, and 
shaped into zithers. 


Kan Pao, Sou-shen-chi 13.338, Shih-chieh shu-chil ed., p. 100. The 
following story in the collection tells of Ts'ai Yung's discovering a fine 
piece of bamboo from which he fashioned a flute. 

A O 

Van Gulik, Lore of the Chinese Lute, pp. 99-100. In reviewing names of 
ch'in parts, including "dragon pond," "phoenix pool," "phoenix tongue," 
and "phoenix wings," van Gulik explains their connection with ch'in 
lore. He argues that fabulous animals occupy a central position in 
Chinese music generally, a point that has recently been confirmed by 
the animal motifs on the instruments excavated from the Marquis Yi of 
Tseng tomb and other sites. 
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The attention to the material aspects of the ch'in is part of the effort 
to explain its potency, an effort which illustrates traditional principles of 
magic. The metaphoric relation to nature is manifest in the imitation of 
the phoenix's voice, the instrument's structural parallels to heaven and 
earth, and the correlative nature of the pitches and tones. A further 
potent relation is the metonymic one, manifest in the use of special mate¬ 
rials in the ch'in, materials that are the very stuff with which nature and 
heaven sound. 43 The efficacy of the alchemist's furnace derived from a 
balance of metaphoric and metonymic connections to the cosmic processes 
it sought to reenact. Its proportions were those of the cosmos, and its 
placement, temperatures, and times of processing were calculated accord¬ 
ingly. "The adept was not directly concerned with exploring chemical 
reactions, but with designing laboratory (or psychophysiological) models of 
cosmic process." 44 Its materials were the actual materials with which the 
crucible of past eons made the same product the alchemist sought to 
achieve. Similarly, if sounds are to be sympathetic to nature, there must 
be both correspondence of pattern and congeniality of material. Ch'in 
manuals often contain pictures of what are alleged to be antique instru¬ 
ments in which the idea of physical imitation is taken to its logical, if 
musically impractical, extreme. 

Stringless ch'in, voiceless ch'in, and moon-shaped ch'in are extreme 
examples of a musical instrument's domination by an ideology that grew 
around it, an idqglogy composed of extra musical considerations in the v/ 
performance sense, but jj^iiane-lxxJJie^concepf of art” Such ideological 
considerations bear on the development of the ch’in tradition in much the 


43 Sir James George Frazer, The Golden Bough, abridged ed. (New York: 
Macmillan, 1950), chap. 1: "Principles of Magic," pp. 12-52. Frazer's 
influential formulation divides the associative principles of magic into 
the principles of similarity and the principles of contagion. I have 
followed Roman Jakobson's reformulation of this division according to 
the more generalized semiotic principles of metaphor and metonomy, 
elaborated in "The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles," in Fundamentals 
of Language, with Morris Halle (The Hague: Mouton, 1956), pp. 77-82. 

44 Sivin describes one metaphoric relation perceived in alchemical 
procedures as a "telescoped scale of time," in which one year of 
alchemical process is equivalent to 4320 cosmic years. The underlying 
idea in connection with alchemy is reviewed in Sivin and Nakayama, 
Chinese Science, pp. xxi-xxii. 
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same way they bore on bell-tuning during the Han. The enthusiasm with 
which the ch'in was embraced as an emblem of a particular life-style and 
the subtlety with which its traditions were expanded and enriched are part 
v/" of the emerging consciousness of fine art during the Six Dynasties. At the 
foundation of ch'in ideolo gy is a concept o f life in_which aesthetic corv 
straints are substituted for what were traditionally social^pplitical, and 
m oral constraints. WhateverTheir ostensible medium, artists take their 
own lives as the subject of expression, and eventually their daily ^behavior 
itself becomes a medium of art. Ideals of conduct are the~aelthetic ideals 
of the ch'in Tore. Hsi K'ang, Juan Chi, and Liu Ling, as portrayed in A New 
Account of Tales of the World, follow tzu-jan : self-so-ness in their choices 
and actions. This is best understood not as "spontaneity," as it is commonly 
translated, but as sympathetic resonance, an analogy to the process by 
which Music Master Chiian's ch'in sounds on the banks of the P'u River. 
There is no apparent reason and no plausible explanation for action which 
does not follow in an orderly and comprehensible sequence. Rather, it is 
"self-so," apparently beyond the control of the person and therefore de- 
scribable only as a momentary action in an isolated moment of time. 

Wang Hui-chih was living in Shan-yin. One night he awoke in the 
midst of a heavy snowfall. He threw the windows open and ordered 
wine to be poured while he looked around at the gleaming brightness 
that surrounded him. Wang got up and ambled about the room, recit¬ 
ing Tso Ssu's poem, "A Call to Recluses," when the memory of his 
friend Tai An-tao came to mind. At that time, Tai was living some 
distance away in Shan. Wang immediately set off in the night, riding 
a small boat toward Tai's place. He traveled the whole night before 
arriving. Just as he approached the door, he stopped, then returned 
home. 

Someone asked him why he had done this. Wang replied, "I orig¬ 
inally set off aboard an impulse of the moment, and when that im¬ 
pulse passed, I returned. What necessity was there to [follow 
through] and visit Tai?" 45 


45 


Shih-shuo hsin-yii, Shih-chieh shu-chii ed., chilan 23, no. 47. I have 
translated this passage to maintain the consistency of my terminology. 
For Mather's version, see New Account of Tales of the World, p. 389. 
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Wang's behavior seems far less bizarre if one thinks of the story as the 
program for a ch'in piece, a series of vignettes not necessarily obligated to 
the exposition of a linear melody. The coming and going of impulses is \r 
beyond Wang's control. If he seeks accord with nature, he responds 
sympathetically to the piping about him. The removal of a sense of purpose 
from his action is analogous to the removal of strings from the ch'in. 

Naturafpatterning provides a deterministic element in behavior and 
in art in the same way that correlative thinking provided a deterministic 
element in the referential aspects of artistic media. In the native tradi¬ 
tions, however, it is recognized not as a restrictive element, but rather as a 
source of value in art and a source of value in life. Whether one sees 
traditions, conventions, correlative schemes, or any other established 
constraints on art and life as a source of frustration or a source of indivi¬ 
dual freedom is apparently a matter of emphasis and choice. Increasingly, 
scholars of intellectual and cultural history can discuss traditions and 
constraints as a precondition for individual expression and freedom.^ For 
the Six Dynasties aesthete, submission to the world around him, expressed 
in self-so behavior, was the source of satisfaction and joy, an escape from 
the fetters of conventional ways of living inherited from the lost Han 
world. 

The new consciousness of art and the new self-consciousness of aes¬ 
thetic life that developed during the Six Dynasties period are inseparable 
from the profound tensions and conflicts that gripped the best minds from 
the fall of the Han to the Chin. In philosophy, the conflict was expressed in / 
complex debates between "School of Names" advocates (ming-chiao & ) 

and advocates of "self-so-ness." In life, the debate was expressed in the 
choice between being politically involved—and ostensibly conventional—and 
being nominally independent—and eccentric and natural. Pure Conversa¬ 
tion mentality ultimately saw identity in both positions, as it saw identity 
in all perfect opposites. The point is artfully made in a delicately ambigu¬ 
ous conversation, variously attributed to Juan Chan j*5D and Wang Jung 

When Juan Chan saw Minister of the Interior Wang Jung, the 

latter asked him, "The Sage [Confucius] valued morals and 


46 


For example, see Edward Shils, "Tradition and Liberty: Antimony and 
Interdependence," Ethics 68 (April 1958): 153-65. 
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institutions (ming-chiao), whereas Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu threw 
light on the natural (tzu-jan). Are they the same or different in their 
underlying meaning?" To which question the reply was made, "Can 
they be without similarity?" 4 ^ 

We have already noted that the practice of Pure Conversation was inti¬ 
mately related to the bureaucratic practice of Pure Critique. Ch'en Yin- 
k'o and others have argued that even the Pure Conversationalists were 
ultimately more of the Confucian persuasion than the Taoist one. In fact, 
he writes, the name "Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove" was originally 
simply "Seven Sages," and the name was selected from the Analects, very 
much in the spirit of Han numerology. 48 The debate between ming-chiao 
and tzu-jan was cast in comparisons between Confucius on the one hand and 
Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu on the other. Though the early Six D/nasties is 
routinely characterized as a period of Neo-Taoism, Wang Pi himself placed 
Confucius above Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, arguing that he understood the 
subtle points of nonbeing so thoroughly that he did not even have to men¬ 
tion them. 48 In the philosophical discourse, an accommodation was 
reached between conflicting positions that was not so easily realized in 
life, one result of which were the extreme statements on art and emphasis 
on eccentricity in life that we have witnessed. 

Holzman has recently demonstrated the great complexity of Juan 
Chi's political and antipolitical life and poetry. 50 Ch'en Yin-k'o has made a 
similar point about the lives of Hsi K'ang and T'ao Yuan-ming. All three of 
these figures are exemplars in the lore of self-so-ness and naturalness. The"* 
potential for resolution of the tension in their lives came, according to 
Ch'en, in advocating the underlying unity of the two philosophical positions, 
and that advocacy implied an obligation both to serve their society and to 
pursue a life of self-so-ness. 54 

But it is a philosophical nicety to embrace diverse philosophical posi¬ 
tions and declare their underlying unity. The volatile political atmosphere 
of the Seven Sages era and the following decades forced choices basic to 


Fung, Chinese Philosophy, 2:170. 

48 Ch'en Yin-k'o, "T'ao Yuan-ming ssu-hsiang," p. 1012. 

‘ Fung, Chinese Philosophy, 2:170-71. 

50 Holzman, Poetry and Politics. 

Ch'en Yin-k'o, "T'ao Yiian-ming ssu-hsiang," pp. 1013-20. 
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survival—choices that meant accepting or rejecting official posts, 
alliances, marriages, and other political involvements. The appearance of 
c h’in ide ology.and-aestheticism could only have occurr_ed_durInga.period,of 
intense political uncertainty, intellectual complexity, and person al inse cu- 
rity. ""The insistchSe-on-apaliTical living, mental composure, and personal 
comfort in the natural world had roots in a real life of opposite qualities. 
The extremity of the life described in ch’in ideology balanced well the 
extremity of life experienced in the post-Han world. The intense concen¬ 
tration of "art" in the ch'in and its ideology is a mixture of escapism and 
affectation. With a ch'in in hand, the aesthetic life with its attendant 
comforts and joys could be worn as an emblem even if it were never to be 
fully realized inside or out. Political involvement was tainted by its sheer 
complexity, stirring an appetite for simplicity and withdrawal. Political 
involvement was recognized for its danger and impermanence. Involvement 
with the arts identified one, for others and oneself as well, as part of the 
enduring order and motion of nature and created at least the semblance of 
shelter from the hazards and transience of political life. The literatus, 
enmeshed in worldly affairs of the court, could take hold of his ch'in and in 
it find momentary reclusion. Just as in the ideal of ch'in music the inner 
discipline, and not the external manifestation, was the essence, so, too, in 
the ideal of the aesthetic life of the early Six Dynasties did the inner 
aspect become divorced from the outer. 

I build my humble shelter here in the world of men, 

But live without the racket of their horses and their carts. 

How is it possible that this be so? 

rn 

When the mind's put at a distance, the place becomes remote. 1 
The larger context in which music is discussed changed dramatically 
from the early Han to the Six Dynasties. Once considered the ultimate 
means of social influence and control—"For influencing airs and changing 
ways, nothing is better than music"—it had become for the Six Dynasties 
ch'in master the ultimate means of remoyiq^ttLmsel£_£tonrua^.social in¬ 
volvement that was at once both painful and precarious. * 


52 

T'ao Yiian-ming, "Yin-chiu-shih" [On drinking wine], in T'ao 

Yiian-ming shih-wen hui-p'ing f€) sp] -if'-vf- [Collected 

commentaries on the poems of T’ao Yiian-ming] (Taipei: Ming-lun 
Publishers, 1976), p. 151, no. 5. 



I play the lute and sing: 

As the north wind hurries on, 
the battlements freeze. 

They tower over the plain, 
where there are neither roads nor field paths. 
For a thousand years and a myriad generations, 
I shall watch you to the end in silence. 


Pao Chao &L , "The Ruined City," in Poems of 
Solitude, trans. Jerome Ch'en and Michael Bullock 
(London: Abelard and Sehuman, 1960), p. 42. 



CHAPTER IX 
The Concept of Art 


A survey of the history of theories and legend about music indicates 
striking elements of continuity and striking elements of change. Classics 
are treated by commentaries to reinterpretation and renewal, a cultural 
habit that was the revitalizing force in the longevity of the classics. 
Though music lacked a legitimate classic, as a tradition its textual embod¬ 
iments were nevertheless treated in the same way. Bits and pieces of texts 
were quoted, studied, and explained, again and again, according to the 
interests and intellectual styles of whatever period one examines. This 
essay has produced a de facto periodization of the subject into four distinct 
eras—classical, early Han, late Han, and early Six Dynasties. Drawing on 
what the subsequent native scholarship determined to be the most signifi¬ 
cant philosophical works of preceding periods, one can articulate a history 
of views on music that takes the form of theme and variation. The themes 
are the legacy of the classical age, the writings of which established the 
range of discourse and the underlying metaphors that would be studied, 
contemplated, and addressed by thinkers in later ages. The variations are 
significant selections of materials from the classics, treated in the distinct 
styles of the various periods. 

Major trends in Chinese literati thinking can be outlined with refer¬ 
ence to the thought on music and art. For comparisons at a very general 
level, four issues might be considered, involving the selection of subjects 
that interested thinkers and the nature of the treatment accorded those 
subjects. Expressed as four questions, they are: (1) What are the major 
realms or matters of inquiry? (2) What are the structural features of the 
texts in which ideas were argued? (3) What are the features of the logic of 
the arguments? (4) To what tests of validity are the objects, the data, and 
the examples used in argument subject? 

In the early Han, the expressed subject of philosophical inquiry was 
cosmology as moral and political philosophy and science. Scholars explored 
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cosmic processes at every level with the goal of legitimizing and perpetu¬ 
ating rule. Of particular interest was the place of mankind in the overall 
cosmic scheme, especially as exemplified in the historical record. The 
texts were anecdotal or taxonomic: correlative for nature and society, 
bibliographic for the written records. Many of the major texts purported to 
be sequels or commentaries to the classics. They were primarily what 
Karlgren described as "systematizing texts." 1 Discussions in the cosmolog¬ 
ical texts were numerological, establishing parallel and ordered sets of two, 
three, five, eight, ten, and twelve members, the completeness of which 
sustained the putative significance of the correlations between one set and 
another. Material for discussion came from classical texts, contempora¬ 
neous observation and experimentation, and mathematical manipulation. 

By the late Han, the expressed subject was the deficiency of early 
thought on almost every issue—in a word, skepticism. Scholars explored 
the claims of earlier thinkers, especially those claims considered to be 
under the influence of popular culture. The structure of texts was aphoris¬ 
tic, with brief examinations of earlier texts and orally transmitted mate¬ 
rials followed by brief disclaimers and rejoinders. Ideas were presented as 
debatable, lore as ahistorical, and musical instruments as palpable things. 
Discussions were methodological, arguing point-counterpoint in an effort to 
sort valid from invalid arguments and claims. Objects were measured, 
weighed, and described, historical sources were assessed for reliability, and 
tales and ideas were tested for plausibility. 

By the early Six Dynasties, the expressed subject was aestheticism 
and mysticism. Scholars explored the nature of art, approaches to evalua¬ 
tion, the psychology of human response and expression, and the nature of 
the ineffable, the "Mystery." Discussions were belletristic, employing 
symbological references to nature and allusive references to ancient sages, 
classical mystic texts, and historic exemplars of spontaneity and eccentri¬ 
city. Tenets of validity were literary and aesthetic, derived from the 
credibility of accepted textual precedents and accord with respected 
ideals, e.g., artistry, self-so-ness, genius, eccentricity, and so forth. 


1 Karlgren, "Legends and Cults in Ancient China," pp. 201ff. 
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The foregoing paragraphs describe at a very general level the'varia¬ 
tion in the intellectual background to discussions of sound and music. The 
continuity was substantial because in all the periods commentary writing 
remained a favored mode of argumentation. Commentaries were written 
on the classics, e.g., the Spring and Autumn Annals or the Chuang-tzu, and 
on previous commentaries as well, e.g., the Tso Commentary. Selection 
varied, depending on the interests and tastes of the period. The early Han 
showed a preference for chronicles and for schematic texts. Commentaries 
and apocryphal texts were written most often on the Spring and Autumn 
Annals and Book of Changes. By the late Han and early Six Dynasties, the 
Chuang-tzu had become a work of major interest. The Book of Changes 
continued to be a popular text for commentators, but approaches to the 
materials changed dramatically. 

Within each period and each major text that discusses music is a 
theory of music and a theory of art. But the theories of the early Six 
Dynasties are most readily recognizable as "aesthetic theories" to us. I 
have taken the early Six Dynasties as the terminus in the discussion of both 
theories and terminology. My reasons for doing so have primarily to do 
with the nature of Six Dynasties thought and our own expectations of 
theories of the arts. In the classical and Han periods, very little, if any, of 
the discussion of sound and music is completely divorced from concern with 
aesthetic value. However, until the Six Dynasties, aesthetic values them¬ 
selves were not fundamental to thinking. Moral, cosmic, and political 
values were the collateral for aesthetic ones. The discussions of the Six 
Dynasties appear to be more genuine, more sophisticated, or more compel¬ 
ling as theories of art to contemporary readers. That is not because "aes¬ 
thetics" did not previously exist; rather, it is due to the fact that in clas¬ 
sical and Han thought, discussions of aesthetic values referred to other 
values of underlying concern. During the Six Dynasties, discussions of art 
were earnest, urgent, and immediate. They had become consciously dis¬ 
tanced from political and moral issues because the pursuit of art offered 
escape from political and moral problems in life. 

Throughout the Six Dynasties, theories of art and aesthetic terminol¬ 
ogy sought to sustain and explain the art of the past and also to shape the 
art of the future. What were once primarily musical theories and terms 
were broadened to include all arts worthy of discussion. A sense emerges 
that art is something more than the sum of the various recognized genres, 
but also something less than all the achievements of civilization. Art 
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requires definition as art for the first time and, with that definition, a new 
context and new justifications. The superior men of classical times were 
masters of the Six Arts—the rites, music, archery, riding, writing, and 
computation. The aesthetes of the early Six Dynasties were masters of the 
ch'in, poets, painters, calligraphers, and conversationalists. 


Critical Terminology and Value 

During the Six Dynasties, terminology once closely tied to experimen¬ 
tation and experience was elevated to a level of abstraction. "Resonance," 
"harmony," "restraint," "gravity," and "artful appeal" formed only one set 
of terms among many. Others in common use included ch'i, "wind 11 (feng 
$L), "bones" (ku ,1 if '), and "blood" (hsileh J&.), terms that became the coin 
of descriptive and critical discussions of the arts and nature. The abstrac¬ 
tion is in part related to the level of generalization required of musical and 
other genre-specific terms before they can speak to other arts. Generali¬ 
zation of terminology required detachment from the particular concrete 
source. The idea of "resonance" as applied to poetry was detached from 
the demonstration of resonance in music. "Harmony" as applied to poetry 
is detached from the experience of harmony in music. The generalization 
of terms like "harmony," "resonance," "gravity," "restraint," and "artful 
appeal" does not imply a comparison of surface features among music, 
poetry, and painting. They are, in their surface features, incomparable. 
But they relate to the specifics of each form within the matrix of its own 
possibilities, that is, to the relationships of formal elements. Thus, in 
music, harmony is the agreeable relationship between different sounds, in 
contrast to resonance, the relationship between identical sounds. But in 
poetry, harmony is the agreeable relationship between different sounds, 
contrasted to rhyme, the relationship between identical sounds. 2 In 
English, no immediate comparison of surface features is implied in the use 
of loudness" for music and "loudness" for color, or "discordance" for music 
and "discordance" for poetic composition. The multigeneric uses of such 
terms relate, through their formal referents, to the possibilities of art and 
ultimately to the apprehension of art; that is, they relate to the feelings, 
the emotions, the movements of the mind that are the inner correspondents 
of manifest art. 


2 


Jao, "Literary Criticism and Music," p. 4. 
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Before looking more closely at questions of music, art, mind, and 
nature, it will be useful to consider the formal features of terminology used 
to discuss and evaluate art. In summarizing the evaluative comments of 
Duke Cha, Lu Chi, and others, I have noted that the terminology and its 
usage adhere to a distinct pattern. Every positive value in art has a corres¬ 
ponding failure or defect, sometimes expressed with a single term, as with 
yen : artful appeal and yen : lack of restraint, and sometimes expressed in 
paired terms, as in c hih : straightforward, but not chu : overbearing. In 
fact, within the materials surveyed in this study, it is difficult to identify 
an explicitly desirable quality of art—a virtue of art—for which more is 
always better. Defects in art are excesses of virtues. The formal struc¬ 
ture of the critical terminology and the systems of value it expresses are 
either dualistic, a balanced and dynamic interaction of two parts (e.g., 
ch'ing : clear and cho : turgid), or phasic, a cyclical and self-regulating 
sequence of parts (e.g., the five qualities discussed above). The ultimate 
excellence of any art is discussed, therefore, with a metacritical vocab¬ 
ulary that addresses the relationship among basic critical values. The basic 
critical values, "gravity" and the like, must themselves be in "balance" 
(p'ing -f- ) and must among themselves manifest "harmony." 

As is the case with the basic critical terms, metacritical terms had 
discernible roots in experience and experimentation. Ho : harmony may 
have originally referred to an interval of a fourth, one of the first harmonic 
expansions of the basic five tones. The blending and balancing of the 
desirable qualities of music and art were likened to the blending and bal¬ 
ancing of spices. Spices are virtuous additions to the "stuff of food; they 
are not the food itself, but they are indispensable to it. The excellence of 
spices resides in their apportionment. The blending of spices was an an¬ 
cient metaphor for harmony and cosmic balance: 

Sing praise to fervent ancestors; 

This benefaction, orderly and complete, 

Extends offerings to them, without bounds, 

That their presence may grace this place. 

We bring clear sacrificial wine, 

That their thoughts of favor toward us may bear fruit. 

We have as well a soup of harmony, 

With flavor both restrained and well balanced.^ 


3 

Shih-ching, Mao edition, no. 302. Compare this to no. 301, in which the 
virtues of harmony and balance are praised in the sacrificial music. 
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Balance in art, like balance in human feelings, is a matter of restraint 
and minimalization. The sacrificial soup is a thin soup; ritual music is 
restrained. Low volume in music is treasured because it minimizes stimu¬ 
lation and is conducive to quietness of mind. In the ritual zither, the 
strings are boiled to make them soft and quiet. Slowness in tempo is valued 
for the same reasons. The typical tempo of a c h'in piece is slow to quick¬ 
ening to slow again. 4 Practical criticism of later ages reflects the same 
inclinations, employing terms like "flatness" (p'ing), "blandness" (tan ), 
and "quietness" (ching 4$ ). 

These aesthetic qualities are reflected in the ideals of performance. 
In performance, emphasizing the effort more than the outcome, the "mere 
going through the motions," is an ultimate achievement. Zithers without 
strings and soundless music are most highly venerated. As the mind ad¬ 
vances, aural skill improves. The mind is more responsive to subtle stimuli, 
which, like those that dislodge the ash from the cosmic ch'i tubes, may be 
inaudible. Lore emphasizing minimalization of performance features 
illustrates that self-cultivation or social regulation attained through the 
effort of the performance rivals in importance the quality of the music and 
its influence. Early mythology associates rhythm with social regulation and 
the ritual dance with the movement of individuals within the constraints of 
social organization. Music unites socially in the same way that the drums 
assure concord among the moving dancers. Ritual dance music is an image 
comparable to the darting of minnows or the precision formation of flying 
geese for discussions of the individual in an orderly society.'’ When the 
rules are fully internalized, all parties move in accord, requiring no visible 
restraints, demarcations, or sign-posts. In the ideal society, all members 
have the aural perspicacity to be aware always of the regulating drums. 

It is in this regard that the ch'in was associated paronomastically with 
chin : restraint. Numerous comments describe the salutary effects of 
quietude and peace of mind attained through ch'in practice, through the 
exercise of restraint. The attainment of social, spiritual, or emotional 
tranquility is often expressed as an end of music in discussions of 


Liang, Chinese Ch'in, p. 229. 

Minnows are invoked as an image of effortless societal harmony by 
Chuang-tzu in his conversation with Hui-tzu while the two philosophers 
stood over the Hao River and mused about the pleasures of the fish. See 
Watson, Chuang-tzu, pp. 188-89. 



161 


performance discipline and affective power, but the prescription to bring 
about this result varies from culture to culture and is not always through a 
process of restraint. 

In his essay "Style, Grace, and Information in Primitive Art," Bateson 
describes art as "corrective" in nature, noting that it "has a positive func¬ 
tion in maintaining what I call 'wisdom,' i.e., in correcting a too-purposive 
view of life and making the view more systemic." 6 The description of an 
ideal performance is a statement on the dynamics of this corrective pro¬ 
cess. Without notable exception in early China, the dynamics of the cor¬ 
rective process are seen as direct and active, not contrary and reactive. 
That is, an integrated state of mind is achieved by communion with an 
integrated and tranquilizing art, rather than by exposure to excitation and 
catharsis. No premium is attached to the experience of "fear and pity"; 
there is no view of art as a surrogate for the painful experiences of life. 
Whereas historical narrative does include the record of the cruel, unjust, 
and immoral as contrary examples, there is nothing to be gained from 
listening to the music of Cheng, which in intricacy had gone "too far," and 
listening to the "Mulberry Grove" could bring on immediate disaster. 7 This 
is not to argue that, in practice, music is not varied and does not command 
a full range of emotions and responses. But in theory, the ideal state of 
mind is achieved by inducing its activity level below normal or ambient 
levels, not by exciting it to higher levels of activity and then permitting it 
to return to the normal or ambient after a performance "climax." The 
voice of the ch’in is literally below ambient sound levels; one must be 
unusually quiet and attentive to hear it and engage in appreciation of its 
music. The history of keyboard instruments in the West is one of technical 
advances toward greater volume, from the panteleon and clavichord to the 
"forte-piano" of Mozart's day to the electric piano of today. In the history 
of the ch'in, the opposite seems to have occurred, with large, multiple¬ 
string instruments evolving toward an ideal of small, sparsely stringed, and 
even stringless ones. 

Byongki Hwang has noted that although both plucked and bowed string 
instruments exist in the West and in East Asia, they are accorded opposite 
status. He argues that the preference for bowed strings in the West is 
related to the desire to control the length and volume of tone and achieve a 
larger voice. About plucked strings, he writes: 


e 

Bateson, An Ecology of Mind, p. 147. 
7 See pp. 22, 88, 93, 137-38. 
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In a plucked string instrument, on the other hand, only the original 
production of tone is determined by the player, after which the tone 
exists relatively independent of the performer (much as a child, who, 
at birth, achieves an existence independent of its mother). The tone 
gradually becomes softer, and the performer cannot extend it or 
control its rate of diminution except by modern electronic devices. 
There is no definite perceptible boundary between the end of sound 
and the beginning of silence—in essence, the tone becomes silence, 
and those with keen ears, situated close to the sound and in otherwise 
quiet surroundings, can follow this process longer than those with 
average or dull ears or who are in less favorable circumstances for 
listening.® 

Hwang's comparison of string instrument preferences and his remarks 
on the skills of listening provide a contemporary context for the Po Ya and 
Chung Tzu-ch'i theme. Skillful listening involves following a tone from 
audibility to inaudibility, and the most critical moment, the climactic 
moment, is that point in time which hangs between sound and silence. 
Ideally, the listener's mind (and the listener may be both the performer and 
the audience) is brought to tranquility at that point. Skills for listening are 
no less essential than skills for performing. The act of listening has as 
great perhaps greater—a potential for genius as does performing. Music 
masters Chiian and K'uang are heroes of tales in which they only listen. A 
comparable notion was adapted for other theories of art. Writing early in 
the sixth century, Liu Hsieh composed a section on "tone-worthiness" as the 
penultimate chapter in The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons 
(chap. 48). Liu Hsieh alludes to the Po Ya and Chung Tzu-ch'i story in 
arguing that the person worthy of appreciating art is rare, that the appre¬ 
ciation of art is difficult, and that the virtue of art is realized only in its 
appreciation. "For it is said that the orchid, which is the most fragrant 
thing in the country, will give forth its full scent only when worn." 9 

Early Chinese lore about whistling illustrates the great power of 
minimal music and the potential effects of the subtlest effort. 10 Whistling 


O 

Byongki Hwang, "Instruments and Aesthetics in Korean and Western 
Music," in "Notes to Music from Korea, Vol. 1: The Kayakeum" 
(Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1965), p. 7. 

^ Wen-hsin tiao-lung, p. 373. 

For reflections on whistling and a review of the etymology of the word, 
see Holzman, Poetry and Politics, pp. 150-52. An exact translation for 
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is a minimal performance act. It requires no instrument. It involves no 
words or thoughts; it does not use the larynx. Thus, it is ch'ing : clear/un¬ 
voiced, not cho : turgid/voiced. It is ch'ing : high, not cho : low. The 
earliest sustained discussion of whistling, Chin writer Ch'eng-kung Sui's 
/?£ -is'- "Rhyme-prose on Whistling" ("Hsiao-fu" ■»j^j Re( ), says: 

[Whistling] harmonizes kung and the yellow-bell pitch in the Clear 
Chiao mode.It elaborates the shang and yil tones with the flowing 
chih tone. It blows the wandering clouds about the clear heavens and 
assembles sustaining winds for a distance of ten thousand li. Even 
when the song is over and the echoes have died away, lingering tones 
continue their play. This is truly the ultimate in self-so-ness. Not in 
imitation of the silk strings or the bamboo pipes, the sounds of whis¬ 
tling are not substitutes for other things and they employ no material 

aids. They come directly from the body, near at hand. “ Relying on 

1 3 

the mind, riding upon the ch'i, the lips themselves become a round, 
and from the mouth, the tones issue forth. Things are touched and 
moved according to their class. ^ 


whistling has been a problem for translators, in part because the word 
was used rather broadly in traditional China and in part because it is 
difficult to imagine exemplary Chinese aesthetes, e.g., Su Tung-p'o, 
expressing their profound appreciation for nature by standing on a hill 
and whistling. According to the "Hsiao-chih," the word hsiao refers to 
any highly articulated, but unvoiced human sound. This definition would 
not exclude what we call "whispering," but there is no indication that 
whispering was included in the Chinese sense. 

The Clear Chiao is a tone and a mode. According to Han-fei-tzu, Music 
Master K'uang declared it to be the ultimate mode in gravity of feeling 
(see Watson, Han-fei-tzu, p. 55; Watson translates it as "pure chueh"). 
Lieh-tzu reiterates this association with Music Master K'uang ("T'ang- 
wen" M $ ). It is described in the Huai-nan-tzu as the "sound of white 
snow" (2.4a, 6.1a), and the "Lii-li-chih" of the Chin-shu describes it as a 
performance system with kung at the ku-hsi pitch. The "Clear Chiao" is 
also a name given to the ch'in of the Yellow Emperor. 

A reference to Fu Hsi's discovery of the hexagrams, reported in the I- 
ching, "Ta-chuan," chuan 2, v. 2. See p. 53. 

In descriptions of whistling, the pun between ch’il # : winding/round 
and ch'u \^7 : song is widespread. 

T'u-shu chi-ch'eng, "Hsiao-fu," 73.46a. 
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A more extensive range of whistling lore is collected in the "Hsiao-chih," a 
manual assembled during the T'ang by Sun Kuang Yk M . In the preface, 
Sun writes: 

When ch’i stirs in the throat and is voiced, we call it "speech." 
When it stirs about the tongue, and is unvoiced, we call it "whis¬ 
tling." The voiced act of speech is appropriate for human affairs and 
can reach our nature and feelings. The unvoiced act of whistling can 
move ghosts, reach spirits, and is undying. Speech issued forth skill¬ 
fully will have response for one thousand li. Whistling issued forth 
skillfully will marshal the attention of the ten thousand spirits. 15 
Whistling lore resembles ch’in lore in its particulars. The technique is 
described and the pieces notated by reference to the movements of the 
throat and mouth, not the sounds per se. 15 There are twelve such move¬ 
ments, related, naturally, to the twelve pitches. There are five "great¬ 
nesses," t'ai , synonymous with the five tones and related to the five 
virtues. The tunes themselves are entitled as nature vignettes: "Fleet¬ 
ing Cloud," "Tiger in a Deep Ravine," "Cicada on a Tall Willow," "Night 
Demon in a Lonely Wood," "Dragon Droning," and so forth. 18 The images 
include the audible and the soundless, and the verbal descriptions that form 
the bulk of the notation make reference to movements in nature suggested 
by the piece. 

The power of whistled music derives directly from natural powers. 
An earthquake song attests to the potential for terrestrial movement. It 
does not necessarily cause the earth to move, but it embodies the ch'i of 


15 

The "Hsiao-chih" is found in the same chiian (73) of the T'u-shu chi- 
ch'eng as the "Hsiao-fu." The quotation is p. 45a; for another transla- 
tion, see Edwards, "Principles of Whistling," p. 218. 

The "Hsiao-chih" defines a set of distinct articulatory means for 
producing whistling sounds in a straightforward and reproducible man¬ 
ner. These include apico-palatal, apico-alveolar, apico-dental, and both 
rounded and advanced bilabial postures. Combinations are also in¬ 
cluded, e.g., apico-palatal and advanced bilabial for the production of 
an intensely "swirling" sound. 

The five "greatnesses," also called the five "colorings," wu-se 35- , are 

contrasted to the five "slightnesses," shao ‘}7 , the former having yang 
attributes, the latter yin. "Hsiao-chih," p. 46a. 

8 Edwards, "Principles of Whistling," pp. 222-25. 
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the earth and congeals the yin, the very events that occur during the natu- 
19 

ral process. Apropos of this congruence, the "Hsiao-chih" takes note of 
the importance of inner cultivation: 

Confucius "transmitted and did not create." 2 ® That is to say, the 
immortal transmits the music of Kuang Ch'eng{-tzu] and 

Wu Kuang'‘' i 2 in order to refine his nature and spirit and to expand 
upon the Way. It is not to achieve some standard in the producing of 
sounds and tones! For effectiveness in the movement and response of 
the myriad things, each according to its own, nothing approaches the 
musical tones. As for the tones, [with whistling] the sages have 
achieved the ultimate. Be it flying or running, the birds or the 
beasts, whistling is the final need. 22 

Juan Chi was renowned for his whistling as well as his ch'in playing. 
The "Hsiao-chih" relates the details of a widely known story about him. 

Juan Chi was a skilled whistler and heard about the immortal of 
Su-men Mountain. Thinking himself of comparable skill to the im¬ 
mortal, Juan Chi went off for a visit to the mountain. The immortal 
just sat quietly, with dishevelled hair tossed about his shoulders, while 
Juan Chi bowed repeatedly and made polite inquiries about the im¬ 
mortal's well-being. He repeated his salutations again, and repeated 
them again. The immortal's expression remained completely un¬ 
changed, and he made no response to Juan Chi at all. 

So Juan Chi whistled several dozen long notes and departed. 
Guessing when Chi had not traveled too far off, the immortal began 
to whistle in the Clear Chiao mode. He issued four or five tones. Chi 
only sensed that all of the trees and plants of the forests and moun¬ 
tains had a different sound about them. But in a very short while, 
powerful winds blew up and a fierce thunderstorm burst forth. When 
this ended, phoenixes and peacocks flew forth from every direction in 
greater numbers than could be counted. Chi was at first frightened; 


i q 

Edwards, "Principles of Whistling," p. 225; and "Hsiao-chih," p. 45b. 

2 ® Analects, chap. 7: "Shu-erh" ££. Sp , v. 1. 

^ Two figures from high antiquity who are ranked among the great whis¬ 
tlers of all times. Wu Kuang was noted above for having extraordinary 
ears (p. 35). 

22 "Hsiao-chih," p. 45b. 



166 


then he was delighted. After he returned, he tried to write it down, 
managing to get perhaps two of ten parts. ' 

In the whistling lore, the sage performs the minimal music by whistling. 
His whistling issues no sound, but by it he conducts the sounds of nature, 
the musical powers of nature. It exemplifies the principle of nonpurposeful 
action, by which all things can be done. 


Correlation and Signification 

The extent to which systems and theories of correlation were in¬ 
volved in discussions of art profoundly influenced the nature of aesthetic 
theory. To what degree it influenced art and music itself is a complex, yet 
important question. The contributions of correlative thinking to aesthetic 
theory were most explicit in the classical and early Han periods. The 
correlative schemes were thought to be comprehensive. In their temporal 
configurations, they correlated to cosmogonic, historical, and calendric 
processes, past, present, and future. In their spatial configurations, they 
correlated to the center and all directions, the three tiers of heaven, earth, 
and man, the near at hand and the grand ultimate. Hence, to all synchronic 
and diachronic limits, the correlations sought to explain natural phenom¬ 
ena; human institutions; individual fates, emotions, and sensual experience; 
and purely intellectual renderings of cosmic structure, i.e., the numbers, 
graphs, phases, counters, and so forth. Correlations of sensual experiences 
were highly articulated and included the five tones, colors, flavors, smells, 
and shapes, and the sense organs, the ears, eyes, mouth, and nose. The 
proposed relation between cosmic and mundane entities gave rise to an idea 
of cosmically sanctioned value in mundane entities. That in turn gave rise 
to an idea of cosmic absolutes. In the case of sound, there were absolutely 
true pitches and intervals and absolute significances attributed to them. 
Unchanging elements were combined with ever-changing elements, insuring 
both continuity and constant change. The harmony of music depended 
completely on achievement of the absolute pitches. 


"Hsiao-chih," pp. 45b-46a. The same passage is translated in Edwards, 
"Principles of Whistling," p. 226. A similar story is translated in 
Mather, New Account of Tales of the World, pp. 331-32; and Holzman, 
Poetry and Politics, pp. 150-51. 
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The correlative themes constrained human action, which in actuality 
was guided by particulars of the systems. Effort was consumed in testing 
and verifying correspondences on the one hand and in the exploitation of 
correlations for particular purposes on the other. Choices which we might 
otherwise regard as individual in art, a musical mode, a poetic theme, or 
the subject of a painting or sculpture were potentially constrained by 
immediate and remote correlative concerns. A ritual musical performance 
around the winter solstice would employ modes positioned at the yellow- 
bell pitch in order to facilitate the passage from yin to yang and initiate a 
new cycle of life.^ The various arts had, in effect, extensive external 
conventions governing content. 

Correlative thinking potentially exerted a more subtle influence on 
signification and the perception of the nature of signification. The correla¬ 
tive schemes encompassed both the media of arts and all possible external 
referents. A particular pitch had associated with it a length, numbers, 
volume, a season and hour, a direction, a flavor, a color, smell, shape, and 
feel, a sensory system, an internal physiological system, a star—in short, 
one of the five phases and all its correspondents. By virtue of the correla¬ 
tions, the affective value of a pitch was instantiated in several broad areas, 
most of which were not obviously related to music. Kung was the minister; 
the yellow bell represented New Year's time; yellow was the color of the 
earth. Ritual music was program music. Its content was highly constrained 
by explicit rules and its referential significance was apparent to all parties 
to the performance. Modes at the yellow-bell meant the New Year; pre¬ 
sumably, when played out of season they recalled the New Year. 

Between arts, the correlations established explicit synaesthetic 
pairs. The shang tone was the color white, yii the color black, and chih the 
color red. These associations would have been internalized by those who 
subscribed intellectually to the correlative schemes. The extent to which 
such correlates can be perceived as structural bases for works of art has 
been demonstrated; for example, studies of the Dream of the Red Chamber 
have described the structure of the novel in terms of the five phases and 
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Derk Bodde, Festivals of Classical China (Hong Kong: Chinese 
University of Hong Kong and Princeton University Press, 1975), p. 178. 
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yin and yang.^ Certain c h'in tunes reveal a similar informing presence of 
correlations. 

Not only did correlative thinking define the particular relata in 
various systems, but what was believed to be the basis for correlative 
relationships served as well to explain the basis for aesthetic response. By' 
recourse to experimentation in sympathetic resonance and the like, subscri¬ 
bers to correlative thinking sought to explain how the media of the arts 
related to natural and human phenomena and acted upon them. These 
explorations of the referential and influential relationship between art and 
life involved personal feeling, social order, ritual events, and cosmic pheno¬ 
mena. The conception of a demonstrable connection between art and life, 
expressed in metaphors about ying : correspondence, canalisation^ of ch'i, 
and congruence of mental and cosmic order, inclined the conception of art 
itself toward one of an invariably programmatic nature. 

Contemporary discussions of aesthetic experience speak of it as a 
process of emergence, a coming into focus, the apprehension of resem¬ 
blance and order discovered from apparent dissimilarity and disorder. In 
definitions of art based on consideration of formal criteria, both the crea¬ 
tive act and the act of appreciation involve apprehension of pattern and 
order. The object itself is patterned; its coherence derives from a level of 
redundancy. Irrespective of what vocabulary is used to describe the inter¬ 
action of the object and the mind, be it "inspiration," "insight," "discovery," 
or "revelation," theories in the psychology of art address the process by 
which the pattern or redundancy is apprehended. The claim for "emer¬ 
gence" is predicated on a belief that apprehension in the aesthetic act is, in 
part, an apprehension of the potential for resemblance, pattern, and or¬ 
der. As crucial as what is known is what is unknown. The potential for 
aesthetic effect exists when there is something as yet unrealized or un¬ 
known. Borges stated this observation concisely: 

Music, states of happiness, mythology, faces belabored by time, 

certain twilights and certain places try to tell us something, or have 


See Andrew Plaks, Archetype and Allegory in Dream of the Red 
Chamber (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976). Plaks coins the 
terms "multiple periodicity" and "bipolar complementarity" to describe 
the five phases and yin and yang when generalized as structural ele¬ 
ments in the novel. 



169 


said something we should not have missed, or are about to say some¬ 
thing; this imminence of a revelation which does not occur is, per¬ 
haps, the aesthetic phenomenon. 

Exploring the concept of art in early China, the question arises as to 
the nature of the aesthetic act when, in theory, resemblances between all 
things in the world, be they apparent or not, and the overall order into 
which they fit are explicitly revealed in a comprehensive scheme of corres¬ 
pondences that is prior to and independent of the aesthetic act. For a 
concrete example, consider Wallace Stevens's description of the aesthetic 
process in his "Anecdote of the Jar": 

I placed a jar in Tennessee, 

And round it was, upon a hill. 

It made the slovenly wilderness 
Surround that hill. 

The wilderness rose up to it, 

And sprawled around, no longer wild. 

The jar, the hill, the view, and whatever is "around" are revealed to have a 
common quality of "roundness" and "aroundness." The poetry is the dis¬ 
covery of that resemblance, that orderliness, and the pleasure of that dis- 

OQ 

covery. What alteration of that poetic process would be caused if both 
the poet and the reader had within their minds a chart of "roundness" 
correlates including jars, hills, and views? There are a number of extra¬ 
ordinary examples of highly correlative literary works in early China. For 
example, Chang Heng's Rhyme-prose about Meditations on the Mystery 
makes use of images that correlate to the hexagrams and commentaries of 
the Book of Changes; and it requires reference to the Book of Changes for 
explication not only of the images themselves, but of the sequence of 
images in the poems as well. That is, the poetic syntax correlates to the 


oe 

Quoted from a brief note on the Ch'in emperor Shih-huang's wall, enti¬ 
tled "The Wall and the Books," in Labyrinths: Selected Stories and 
Other Writings, ed. Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby (New York: New 
Directions, 1962), pp. 186-88. 

^ Wallace Stevens, Collected Poems (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954), 
p. 76. 

no 

Stevens writes, "The eye does not beget in resemblance. It sees. But 
the mind begets in resemblance, as the painter begets in representa¬ 
tion." The Necessary Angel, p. 76. 
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transformations from hexagram to hexagram as defined by the Book of 
Changes. 29 

Whether or not the explicit articulation of correlations in any sense 
altered the potential for "discovery" in aesthetic experience, the awareness 
of and interest in correlative process provided a basis for discussing key 
and definitive issues in the nature of art. Without embarking on a general 
discussion of epistemology that would exceed the bounds of this essay, I 
would like to raise an epistemological issue that is essential for inter¬ 
preting much of the theory and metaphor that the Chinese used for aes¬ 
thetic discussion. There are many dualistic themes in early Chinese civili¬ 
zation, by which I mean the various ramifications of y in and yang or similar 
formal constructs. 30 Some are obvious to any student of China, e.g., the 
use of yin and yang in cosmological speculation, in Book of Changes divina¬ 
tion, or in the interpretation of meteorological portents. Others are less 
obvious, e.g., the validation of oracle bones in divination by the scribing of 
complementary and symmetrical positive and negative charges. Dualism is 
a pervasive feature in early Chinese comprehension of the cosmos, of 
cosmic process, of the mind, and of mental process. I have already noted 
the dualistic structure of evaluative terminology. The importance of 
dualistic thinking is also illustrated in the linked definitions of ritual and 
music, which were best defined as a pair. The mental activities suggested 
by ritual and music, separation (distinction and selection) on the one hand 
and union (association and integration) on the other, together describe the 
totality of thought processes, i.e., "splitting" and "lumping." 

In the discourse and lore about art and culture there is a persistent 
topos of diplopia, a doubleness of vision in which pairs of things are simul¬ 
taneously seen, their parallels perceived, their structural similarities 
apprehended. Ts'ang Chieh is said to have had four eyes; one set looks up, 
the other looks down, permitting him to apprehend simultaneously the 
correlations of heaven and earth. 31 Fu Hsi looks up and then looks down 


30 Hou. Han-shu, pp. 1914-39. 

Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, 2:273-78; and Fung, 
Chinese Philosophy, 2:7-32. 

Jonathon Chaves, "The Legacy of Ts'ang Chieh: The Written Word as 
Magic," Oriental Art Magazine 23, no. 2 (Summer 1977): 202-3. Note 
especially the representation of Ts'ang Chieh from the I-nan tombs in 
Shantung. A number of ceramic images of Ts'ang Chieh illustrating his 
"quadrocular" capacity have been found and dated to the early Han. 
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Fig. 7. The Sage Ts'ang Chieh. 



From the San-ts'ai t'u-hui. 
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before he transcribes the trigrams with which he schematized the relations 
among all things. Writing, trigrams, calendars, and other systems of mean¬ 
ing and order are discovered, according to the mythologies, by those who 
look two ways. Looking two ways means not focusing on things per se, that 
is, on their visible attributes, their essences, or their ideals, but rather on 
the relationship between things, their resemblances and distinctions. 32 

Bateson stresses the centrality of relations in nonrational psychol¬ 
ogical processes: "It is probably an error to think of dreams, myths, and art 
as being about any one matter other than relations." 33 Wallace Stevens 
places the issue of resemblance at the center of poetic process: "The study 
of the activity of resemblance is an approach to the understanding of 
poetry. Poetry is a satisfying of the desire for resemblance." 34 "Rela¬ 
tions" and "resemblance" are more palatable words for us in the discussion 
of art than "correspondence" and certainly more palatable than "correla¬ 
tion." They speak to less predetermination of the relata, less definition of 
their similarities, and more potential for discovery. These are differences 
in degree, however, and all four terms address the integrating nature of the 
aesthetic act, the uniting of two things into one that is the pleasure of art. 

This feature of aesthetic process, relating, resembling, corresponding, 
or correlating, narrowed to the compass of a "device" and used to describe 
the affective potentials of art, is called "synaesthesia." Given the episte¬ 
mological background of early Chinese thinking on art, I would argue that 
such thinking was characteristically synaesthetic, the term taken in a broad 
and fundamental sense (Greek sun : together + aisthanesthai to 
perceive). In their study The Foundations of Aesthetics, a book in part 
inspired by a reading of the Confucian Doctrine of the Mean, Ogden, 
Richards, and Wood list synaesthesia as a basic principle of art. 35 De¬ 
scribed broadly, a synaesthetic theory of art focuses on the commutability 


The classical exorcist, fang-hsiang-shih ~5S & ^ , i S described in the 
Chou-li as having four eyes and is portrayed with four eyes in a number 
of Han figurines. See Bodde, Festivals, pp. 77-80, 116-20; and Berthold 
Laufer, Chinese Clay Figures (Chicago: Field Museum of Natural 
History, 1914), p. 199, pis. xv-xvii. 

Bateson, An Ecology of Mind, p. 150. 

^ Stevens, The Necessary Angel, p. 37. 

Ogden, Richards, and Wood, Foundations of Aesthetics, p. 21. 
Synaesthesia is rule 16 in their classification of "The Senses of Beauty." 
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of sensations, the exchangeability of objects and images, the intertrans- 
latability of meaning from genre to genre, and, finally, the natural inter- 
penetration of art and life. A synaesthetic theory of art describes as the 
end of art a sense of harmony, equilibrium, and integration, attended by the 
pleasure that Stevens described. 

A synaesthetic notion of art is evident in a synoptic review of 
Chinese theories and lore. The idea of ch’i is as ubiquitous in the texts as 
ch'i was alleged to be in the cosmos. Being configured, ch'i either created 
or reflected similarity in what were apparently unconnected or dissimilar 
entities and events. The result of this similarity, which had both temporal 
and spatial dimensions, was cosmic accord. Ch'i was the means by which a 
moment of cosmos, mind, and art were interrelated. In early China, one 

97 

finds evidence of this perception of ch'i in discussions of art, of dreams, 
and of life. 

The role of ch'i in all arts allows for a degree of intertranslatability 
and the potential for harmonious admixture: words and music, calligraphy 
and poetry, poetry on paintings, paintings on zithers, inscriptions on bells, 
animal sculpture on chime stands, and the like. Mythologies of the writing 
and divinational systems emphasize that such systems embody patterns of 


Bateson, using psychoanalytic terminology, writes: 

"In primary process the things or persons are usually not identified, 
and the focus of the discourse is upon the relationships which are 
asserted to obtain between them. This is only another way of saying 
that the discourse of primary process is metaphoric. A metaphor 
retains unchanged the relationship which it 'illustrates' while 
substituting other things or persons for the relata." An Ecology of 
Mind, pp. 139-40. 

^ The late Han skeptic-philosopher Wang Fu made the following 
observation about dreaming: "Dreams of hazy, rainy days make one 
bored and stupified. Dreams of sunny, baked-dry days make one 
confused and vague. Dreams of bitter cold make one bitter and grave. 
Dreams of great winds make one breezy and flighty. These are called 
'ch'i-moved dreams.' " Ch'ien-fu lun, "Meng-lieh" ^ 5'J [Varieties of 
dreams], 7.1b. 

See, for example, the role of music and dance in the keen-edged 
butchery of Cook Ting. Watson, Chuang-tzu, pp. 50-51. What Watson 
translates as "perfect rhythm" is chung-yin , to be "right on the 
tone." 
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nature. They are, therefore, considered iconic, not arbitrary or merely 
conventional systems of signs. Writing about music embodies musical 
qualities, making it an incipient multimedia presentation, rather than a 
singular textual-semantic representation. For example, musical discussions 
in the Huai-nan-tzu are rich in onomatopoeia and reduplicated terms; in the 
Spring and Autumn Annals of Mr. Lii, technical arguments are marked with 
long cadences of three- and four-character phrases. The five musical 
voices described in the "Book of Music" are expressed with onomatopoeia 
that mimics the instruments themselves: *King/chien (GSR 1252) for 

bells, *k?ieng/ch'ing (GSR 832) for stones, *ar/ai %_ (GSR 550) for 

zithers, *glam/lan (GSR 609) for flutes, and *%wan/huan i!$. ( GSR 158) 

for drums. The rhyme-prose pieces written in profusion during the Han 
and early Six Dynasties were filled with onomatopoeia and showed a 
marked preference for musical subjects, subjects that included not only 
instruments and performances, but noisy insects, like the cicada, and noisy 
things, like waterfalls, as well. The texts strove to provide a measure of 
the sensual experience of hearing the sounds about which they wrote. The 
proclivity of an artful text to be "presentational" as well as "representa¬ 
tional" becomes a normal feature in later writing, found, for example, in 
theories of poetry written in poetry. 

The satisfaction of the desire for resemblance is expressed in the 
yueh : music and lo : pleasure homographic pun. The pun, which itself 
conjoins the senses of music and pleasure throughout early discussions, 
invites a retranslation of the key utterance on music in the "Book of 
Music," viz., yueh-t'ung, "music unites," as lo-t'ung, "take pleasure in 
resemblances." 

Music and Ritual 

The dialectic tension between the definitions of music and ritual 
found throughout early Han texts calls attention to both similarities and 
differences perceived in their natures and functions. "Music unites that 
which is the same; ritual distinguishes that which is different." Discussions 
of ritual are parallel to those of music and are in no sense external to the 
concept of art. There are shared values. Both music and ritual prize 
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Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, vol. 4, pt. 1, p. 153. 
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minimalization and prize restraint, and both emphasize the importance of 
the effort rather than the outcome. Both music and ritual address the twin 
concerns of self-cultivation and social order, appropriately contextualized 
in the prevailing cosmic order. Discussions of music resort to analogy with 
other elements in the rites, e.g., the sacrificial soup; and music was itself 
an instrument in the proper and effective conduct of the rites—the control¬ 
ling drums and the rhythm of the dancers. In the concept of ya, proprieties 
of both ritual and music were closely associated, and from that association 
the aesthetic ideal of ya in regard to music emerged. 

In a variety of formulations, music and the rites played coordinated 
roles in the achievement of the ideal life and the ideal state of mind. When 
issues of individual mind are brought to the surface in discussions of art, 
the restraint and cultivation of emotion is the expressed goal, just as it was 
in connection with the rites when social concerns dominated the discus¬ 
sions. Music and rites are principal issues in the investigation of human 
emotions. Particularly in the Six Dynasties, emotion itself was widely 
discussed. In the prevalent line of debate, the question was raised whether 
the sage had emotions, the sage being pursued as a model of how ordinary 
men might deal with their emotions. The emotional content or potential of 
art was then raised in this context. Ho Yen argued that the sage was 
devoid of feelings, but Wang Pi differed. 40 Wang Pi expressed confidence 
that emotions could be communicated, but Yin Jung differed. 41 

The issues were combined in discussions of music and the arts to which the 
best thinkers put their minds. The Shih~shuo hsin-yii describes a journey of 
the powerful Chin minister Wang Tao, who, when crossing the Yangtze 
River, deigned to discuss only three subjects, one of which was the joyless 
and sorrowless nature of sound. 4 ^ 

Even after the discussion of music was removed from a social con¬ 
text, music retained a ritual dimension. After the fall of the Han, ya no 
longer referred directly to the orthodox performance of a sacrificial rite, 
but the achievement of ya in music was still via ritual reenactment. Ch'in 
tunes were not pieces of music but were prescriptions for movement, 


40 

Their positions in this debate were recorded by P'ei Sung-chih in his 
commentary on the San-kuo chih and are redacted in Ch'iian Shang-ku 
wen, comp. Yen K'o-chiin, p. 1301. 

1 Fung, Chinese Philosophy, 2:185-86. 

Mather, New Account of Tales of the World, p. 102. 
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fitting closely the Han definition of li : ritual, which the dictionary 
Explaining the Graphs and Explicating Their Combinations defines as "[pre¬ 
scribed] steps or paces." Performance of ch'in pieces, by virtue of the 
expressed content of the tune, was often a reiterative act, portraying the 
performance act of a previous ch'in master, the movement of a dragon in 
the clouds, or the movement of a tortoise crawling from the water. "Alas! 
The Orchid" ("I-lan" ) is said to have been performed by Confucius 

upon his return to Lu after being rejected for employment. Traveling 
through a secluded valley, he happened upon a single orchid flourishing in 
its loneliness. When performing the piece, there should prevail a sense of 
reenacting the disciplined response of Confucius, through a reenactment of 
his tuning, his fingerings, and his appreciation of the orchid. The skilled 
player relives the emotional processes of the sage. The tune embodies the 
model for its own appreciation. In the Ch'in-ts’ao, all the "scores" are 
verbal descriptions of how the tune was composed, or, in actuality, first 
performed. Each score begins with the title, which is followed by a brief 
introduction of the composer. The body of the score then describes the 
circumstances of the tune's composition, usually a situation of some duress 
for the composer. 43 It is what Lu Chi described when he wrote, "In making 
an axe handle by cutting wood with an axe, the model is indeed near at 
hand." 44 A remarkable tune entitled "Wine Madness" ("Chiu-k'uang" 
-M =A£), associated with Juan Chi, includes a coda subtitled "The Sound of 
an Immortal Vomiting Wine" ("Hsien-jen t'u-chiu sheng" A. iU fff), 
which has been described by a contemporary ch'in player and scholar as a 
"humoristically stylized imitation of the sound of a person vomiting, ob¬ 
tained through an appropriate use of glissandi and tremoli ." 45 


43 Ch'in-ch'ii chi-ch'eng, pp. 740-75. The score for "I-lan" is found on p. 
741. 

44 Lu Chi, Wen-fu, trans. Ch'en Shih-hsiang, in Anthology of Chinese 
Literature, ed. Cyril Birch (New York: Grove Press, 1965; Evergreen 
Paperbacks, 1967), p. 204. 

45 Liang, "Neo-Taoist Implications," pp. 26-27. Liang notes that the 

earliest known edition of the piece is in the Ming ch'in collection, the 
Shen-ch’i pi-p'u of Chu Ch'uan ^ (A.D. 1376-1448). See Ch'in-fu, 

pp. 109-219. This song is found on pp. 129-30. The introduction to 
"Wine Madness" illustrates the extent to which Juan Chi's memory was 
simplified and idealized in subsequent centuries of ch'in lore: 
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There is a pronounced tendency for discussions of music to draw 
attention away from the objects and audible events and to seek definitive 
qualities in the act. The highly regarded aesthetic act, like the highly 
regarded ritual act, is one that is properly performed, though not necessar¬ 
ily intellectually understood. Both the ritual aspect of a musical perfor¬ 
mance and the musical facet of ritual are aids to proper performance. 
Classical Chinese thinkers of various persuasions made a distinction be¬ 
tween knowing how to do something and knowing about doing something. 
The former was always considered superior to the latter. Interest in the 
latter could, in fact, impede success with regard to the former.^® 


Art and Cosmos 

The analogy between musical harmony and cosmic harmony is the 
most central association found in the theory and lore. Harmony is a perva¬ 
sive theme throughout the classical texts. The Book of Odes says that 
eating medicinal plantain creates "harmony and balance permitting the lady 
to joyfully bear her child. 1 A central and recurrent metaphor in the Book 
of Documents for the virtues of the Chou kings was their ability to harmo¬ 
nize "above and below." The Tales of the States describes the mutually 
generative feature of harmony, "the process by which the notes bring about 


I 


"This tune was composed by Juan Chi. Chi sighed that the Way was 
v not widely practiced and he was out of accord with his times. There¬ 
fore he forgot the world of men and indulged his thoughts outside mate¬ 
rial form, trusting to the spirits in the wine cup with joyful drinking to 
the end of his days. Is this really a case of uncontrolled addiction to 
wine? No, the Way was found therein." 

Chuang-tzu provides the best examples of this argument. For example, 
see the stories of Wheelwright Pien, Cook Ting, and Woodworker Ch'ing; 
Watson, Chuang-tzu, pp. 152-53, 50-51, 205-6. Gilbert Ryle differ¬ 
entiates between "knowing how" and "knowing that," writing that it is 
an "intellectualist fallacy" to argue that an act effectively and success¬ 
fully done requires "regress" into a prior intellectual operation. See The 
Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson and Co., 1949), pp. 25-61, esp. 
pp. 27-35. 

Shih-ching, Mao edition, no. 8; for Waley's translation, see Book of 
Songs, no. 99, p. 91. 
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one another is called 'harmony.' " 48 Harmony is contrasted to isolation in 
the Analects: "Harmony [means to be] without isolation." 49 In the Book of 
Rites, the concept of harmony represents ultimate virtue in society, gover¬ 
nance, and music. In association with harmony, music continued to be the 
most versatile problematiciue in which the early speculator indulged his 
curiosity about cosmic processes. Discussions of harmony again recall 
what Pater sought in a "principle" to link the diverse impulses of the cos¬ 
mos. Music was the superior art for this undertaking. Music permitted a 
demonstration of the one giving birth to the many through the division of 
strings. It permitted a demonstration of the many, remaining distinct unto 
themselves, yet melding back into a harmonious whole. The high and the 
low blend, innocent of the contradiction that besets verbal arts. In music, 
correctness of timing, tonal quality, and placement were the requisites of 
harmony; in human action, harmony obtained from doing things in the 
proper time, in the proper place, and in the proper way. Over the centuries 
there were differing prescriptions for achieving harmony, ranging from the 
researching of detailed lists of correlations (used to compute the parame¬ 
ters of harmonious action) to the abandonment of purposeful thinking in 
order to permit nature to play upon one. The principles that applied to the 
making of music were the principles that applied to living generally, and, 
until the Six Dynasties, when art was identified as a particular and distinct 
undertaking, all disciplines that were geared to harmonious living were 
encompassed in the idea of what was aesthetic. Any endeavor, no matter 
how ordinary—butchering an ox, shaving wheel spokes, or succumbing to a 
fatal illness if properly done achieved an aesthetic dimension and harmo¬ 
nized with the prevailing order. No "line" separated ordinary work from 
the making of art, another point that is made manifest in the paradigmatic 
images of harmony in early Chinese texts, the well-blended musical per¬ 
formance and the well-seasoned soup. 

Early Chinese thinkers describe music as a reflection or a realization 
of nature's patterning in the human mind. The diversity of views on the 
nature of such patterning follows from a diversity of views on human 
nature. The patterning of mind invoked in discussions of musical harmony 


48 

Kuo-yu, "Chou-yu," 3.18a. This entire section of the Kuo-yii (3.12a-18b) 
describes at length the dynamics of governance through stories of bell¬ 
making and the search for harmony. 

9 Analects, chap. 16: "Chi-shih" v. 1. 
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was felt to be innate, cultivable, and corruptible. The diversity of ideas 
about pattern and music notwithstanding, they were virtually never di¬ 
vorced from the enduring concern with the formal structure of the cosmos 
and the formal structure of the mind. In classical and early Han thinking, 
the emperor and society at large reside between the individual and the 
heavens. Patterning is exemplified by the ruler and is manifested in the 
harmonious society. The ruler and the society he oversees respond to what 
is projected down from the heavens and what emanates upward from the 
people. In later thinking, as interest in society recedes, the role of pat¬ 
terning is emphasized as a direct link between the individual mind and 
nature at large. 

Embodiment of natural patterning is a definitive requirement of the 
aesthetic. As a result, there is a general inclination to differentiate be¬ 
tween art (i.e., that which is aesthetic) and nonart (i.e., that which is not 
aesthetic) rather than between good art and bad art. In other words, in the 
early stages, discussions of aesthetics inclined toward the theoretical, not 
the critical or evaluative. Not until well into the Six Dynasties were 
efforts made to grade art or to establish a consensus of critical norms. 
Earlier discussions, for example, of the music of Cheng, disqualified this 
genre from consideration as art entirely because it did not partake of 
natural patterning, did not harmonize with nature or society, and was 
corrupting to the patterning of the individual mind. The other major genre 
discussed in the classical period, the poetry of the Odes, was without 
defect: "The Odes number three hundred yet may be covered with a single 
description—they are without depraved thoughts," Confucius argued. 

The early Chinese concept of natural pattern obviates an important 
issue in the Western discussion of aesthetics, namely, the symptom-emotive 
approach to art as opposed to the affective approach. The former de¬ 
scribes the function of music, for example, as an expressive (and cathartic) 
act from the perspective of the composer or performer. The latter ad¬ 
dresses music's communicative and influential significance vis-a-vis the 
listener. In the Chinese view, all parties to the aesthetic act are inherently 
participants in a validation of cosmic patterning. Their primary and in¬ 
alienable relationship is to that prevailing order, not to the composer, 
performer, or audience and not to the art object or event. The later lore 


50 


Analects, chap. 2: "Wei-cheng," v. 2. 
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tends to diminish the active-passive disparity between the creative and 
receptive roles, emphasizing the ideal of passivity in performance and the 
skillful involvement in listening (e.g., Chung Tzu-ch'i). Cosmic order is 
omnipresent, and, when the mind is there as well, any of the common 
components of the aesthetic event can be eliminated—the performer, the 
sound, the instrument, the audience—as long as formal correspondence 
between the mind and nature is achieved. Vastly reduced in importance is 
the responsibility of the performer to "express," the burden of the music to 
"affect," and the need for a listener to "respond." Above all, the aesthete 
is engaged in a process of communion between his mind and nature. 

The clouds sculpture in colors, with a genius surpassing any pain¬ 
ter. The plants and trees burst forth in blossoms, without waiting on 
the ingenuity of the embroiderer. Could it be but external embellish¬ 
ments? No, it is simply self-so. 

When the sounds of the forest's piping intertwine, they are as 
melodic as the reed flutes and zithers. In the rhyme of spring waters 
gushing over rocks is harmony the like of jade chimes and bronze 
bells. 

When forms took shape, formal order came to be. When sounds 
issued forth, the patterns were born. Now, if things without con¬ 
sciousness are so marked in variety, how could a thing with the mind 
of man be without such pattern as well?^ 1 

The claim that the aesthetic embodies natural patterning, a revela¬ 
tion of order common to the mind and the cosmos, led to explorations of 
the relationship between art and nature. Ch'in lore, in particular, empha¬ 
sizes this relationship through elaborate metaphors for hand postures, a 
performance regimen that requires visualization of natural images and an 
affinity for natural themes in its programmatic aspects. Nature itself, 
appreciations of nature by previous masters, or stories of mythic commun¬ 
ions with nature are the nearly exclusive topics of ch'in songs. 52 


See the Kai-ming edition of the Wen-hsin tiao-lung, 1.1a. For another 
52 version, see Shih's translation, pp. 9-10. 

Van Gulik classifies ch'in tunes into five thematic groups: (1) mystic 
journey; (2) semihistorical; (3) converted literary products; (4) descrip¬ 
tions of nature; (5) descriptions of literary life (Lore of the Chinese 
Lute, pp. 84ff.). A more careful analysis may be made by looking at the 
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Some explorations of the relationship between art and nature con¬ 
strue it in terms reminiscent of Aristotle, that is, art as an imitation of 
53 

nature. I have raised examples of a particular kind of scale-modeling, 
comparable to the alchemist's proportional reenactment of cosmic pro¬ 
cess. But elaborated expressions of the art-nature relationship view it as 
more subtle and complex, and less purposeful, than a coarse imitation of 
surface features—petal for petal—of nature by art. Any visible or audible 
resemblance may or may not exist between art and its correlates in na¬ 
ture. The ch'in hand postures are described in terms of the "character" of 
movement. 

K'un "welling-up": ... A heron bathing in a whirlpool. One 
should think of a heron taking a bath in the small eddies of a stream 
in the shallow places along its banks: the whirling movement of the 
water, together with the flapping of the wings should suggest the 
character of the movement. 54 

The surface features are largely incomparable, hence the comparison exists 
at a more profound level. 

An ear is a small hollow, and a valley is a large hollow. Mountains 
and marshes are a "small valley" and Heaven and Earth was a "large 
valley." (Theoretically speaking, then,) if one hollow gives out sound 
ten thousand hollows will give out sound; if sound can be heard in one 
valley it should be heard in all ten thousand valleys. 55 
The patterning is inherent, not something that the aesthete willfully ob¬ 
tains or imitates from nature. Rather than strive to imitate an external 
order in the making of art, the aesthete or artist must avoid a purposeful¬ 
ness that would obscure the patterning within his mind. Bateson makes a 


underlying content; virtually all of the pieces are descriptions of nature 
(a "classical inclination") or descriptions of supernature (a "romantic 
inclination"), either directly (1 and 4), through a borrowed text (3), or 
vicariously through the persona of a famous figure, literary or real (2 

and 5). 

5 0 

Croce takes up the theme of imitation of nature and explains its pitfalls 
when used as a concept in the discussion of art. See Aesthetic, pp. 27- 
29. 

54 Van Gulik, Lore of the Chinese Lute, p. 124. The character should be 
read as kun. 

55 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, vol. 4, pt. 1, pp. 207-8. 
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similar claim for art, arguing that the corrective potential of art is pre¬ 
cisely dependent upon its departure from "mere, purposive rationality." 56 

The extent to which the individual mind participates in a larger 
scheme of events and the extent to which the activities of the mind are 
revealed in music are illustrated in a story from Ts'ai Yung's biography: 

When Ts'ai Yung was living in Ch'en-liu, a neighbor gave a large 
party and invited Yung. The guests seemed already well intoxicated 
by the time Yung arrived. As he approached the door, one guest was 
playing the ch'in behind a divider. Yung secretly listened, then ex¬ 
claimed, "What is the meaning of this? I was drawn over by the music 
only to discover someone here with a mind bent on violence!" So he 
returned home immediately. 

He sent a messenger to the host to convey this message: "Master 
Ts'ai came to your party, but he walked only as far as the door, and 
then he returned home." Now, Ts'ai Yung's family was long venerated 
throughout that area, so the host himself immediately rushed over to 
Yung's house to ask the reasons for this. Yung told the entire story, 
which left the host completely astonished. 

Later, the guest who had been playing the ch'in offered this expla¬ 
nation: "As I was playing, I noticed a praying mantis about to pounce 
upon a singing cicada. The cicada was soon to take to flight, but had 
not yet flown away. The mantis moved tentatively, forward and then 
back. My heart skipped a beat as I watched, apprehensive that the 
mantis would lose his prey. Could this be the 'mind bent on violence' 
that took form in the sound?" 

Yung laughed when he heard this explanation. "That does explain 
it all!" 57 

At least in the expression of ideals, the disciplines of art embodied an 
element of passivity that is quite contrary to the image of the artist locked 
in struggle to control or confine the forces of nature. The passivity of the 


In a discussion reminiscent of the self-so-ness ideal of the Six Dynasties 
thinker, Bateson writes, "Life depends upon interlocking circuits of 
contingency, while consciousness can see only such short arcs of such 
short circuits as human purpose may direct." An Ecology of Mind, p. 
146. 

57 

Note fig. 4 above (p. 135), which illustrates the hand posture for "A 
Praying Mantis Captures a Cicada." Hou Han-shu, p. 2004. 
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aesthete and artist is exemplified in stories of zithers played by the wind or 
simply resonating on the river banks, humming pipes, music of the forests, 
and effortless whistling, all tales that refer back to the self-so sounding of 
the sympathetic resonating tuners. The aesthete produces art in much the 
same way that these instruments produce sound. Ideally, he is an instru¬ 
ment of nature, not touched, but moved to sound seemingly of his own 
accord. Tsung Ping, a prominent ch'in player and painter of the latter 
fourth century, described the process of landscape painting, "My eyes 
resonate in sympathy, and my mind melds in communion."'’® 

Theories characterize the aesthetic process as bidirectional; art 
emanates from the resonating proximity of mind and nature. Nature does 
not bear on the mind; muses do not enter and "inspire." The "Book of 
Music" makes clear that the sounds that make music are always there. To 
hear them is to have music, which requires careful and skillful listening. 
What might intuitively be construed as a causal relationship is vitiated in 
the texts on theory by the use of such terms as Jam, variously translatable 
as "move" or "be moved," "touch upon" or "perceive." 

Aesthetic processes are described in the image of the fundamental 
civilizing processes. Things are never so much created by man as they are 
discovered by him, be it writing, hexagrams, or the twelve pitches. Hsi 
K'ang, in his "shadow abstracts the plane" argument, and Liu Hsieh, in his 
chapter "On Tao—the Source," make clear that the mind is party to a 
prevailing order with which it stands in a relationship of significant coinci¬ 
dence.®® Significant coincidence is what is measured in the cosmic ch'i 
experiments. Movement of the individual toward an aesthetic act is not 
accurately described as "being inspired." Rather, it is to be coincident with 
the particular configuration of ch'i around one, to be, in a sense, the proper 
pipe for the proper moment. The internal patterning of art is both a part 
and a replication of the larger patterning of the cosmos, of which the 
artist's mind is also a part. 60 


58 Yen K'o-chiin, comp., Ch'iian Shang-ku wen, pp. 2545-46. 

59 Wen-hsin tiao-lung, pp. 9-15. 

60 Bateson notes that we must see an art object "as both itself internally 
patterned and itself part of a larger patterned universe. . . ." An 
Ecology of Mind, p. 132. 
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The polarity between art and nature which is explicit in many schools 
of Western aesthetics (revealed in the polysemy of the word art itself and 
its derivatives, e.g., "artifice," "artificial") is not in evidence in early 
Chinese theory. A functionally comparable polarity is that between order 
and disorder, with nature, art, and the correct state of mind associated 
with the former. Nature and natural patterning being at the hub of the 
arts, aesthetic endeavors of all kinds are part of human nature, not apart 
from it. In both the theory and practice of art, the early Chinese took 
pleasure in blurring the boundaries between extreme civility and cultivation 
and utter rusticity, in much the same way that Western pastoralists cele¬ 
brate and affect primitivism in the midst of elegant and courtly culture. In 
early China, however, the habits of theory and practice allowed for the less 
contrived return of art to nature than seemed possible, for example, for 
Castiglione's courtiers. In the same way that a perceived consanguinity of 
all arts allowed easy admixture of media, the perceived congruence of 
artistic and natural patterning allowed an easy admixture of art and na¬ 
ture. The lore speaks of "piping" in the trees; the instruments made from 
those trees find their perfect voice only when returned to their native 
setting. Poems are written on stones or bamboo slats or banana leaves; 
zithers are played to the streams and trees, and songs are whistled to be 
heard by nature alone. Lest art be perceived as artifice, it is always re¬ 
turned to its natural context. Where poems are inscribed in stone along 
scenic trails, even the verbal arts are returned to the scene where Ts’ang 
Chieh first discovered writing in the tracks of birds and beasts. Such 
poems reveal the mental achievement of the poet in his appreciation of the 
spot. For those who come later, the poems are part of the nature there, an 
accumulation of the pattern of the place with which later visitors will find 
accord. The poem does not prescribe a proper response to the place; rath¬ 
er, it translates the scene's aesthetic significance into another art or 
medium. To see such inscriptions as artifice is to see them as defacements 
of the natural scene, a complaint unknown in the varieties of early works 
that collected and commented on them. As with all components of art, 
poems in stone derive in a spiritual and material way from the interaction 
of man and nature and are assembled in a natural process. Though the 
definition of ya : refinement varied from the classical period to the early 
Six Dynasties, whether it meant "elegant" or "rustic,” it never meant 
"unnatural." The process of refinement, through the practice of the arts 
and the aesthetic pursuit of life, brought a return from a state of 
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separation to a state of closeness with nature. We can best understand this 
by resorting to music, as did the early Chinese thinkers who pondered the 
question of refinement. The ultimate refinement of the pitches was 
achieved in the discovery of the perfect pitches of the phoenix. The ulti¬ 
mate refinement of the pipes was achieved in perfect coincidence with the 
seasonal movements of ch'i. The ultimate refinement of music was 
achieved by resonation with the sound power by which nature moves the 
winds, the rains, and all things. 
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